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INTRODUCTION

"Jimmy doesn't have a very good self-image. I'm not sure
why, but he's never had much self-esteem.”

“The problem with Sue Is thal she doesn't think very much of
herself. We've told her again and agaln how pretly she is and
and that we think she's very talented, but she can't seem lo ac-
cept thal. And that's caused a lol of her problems, becavse {f
you can't love yourself, you certainly can't love anyone else.”

Those conversatlons are not Imaglnary. Nor are they unusu-
al. Anyone who works with people, as you and I do, hears conver-—
sations very similar to thal almost every week. Feople today
are concerned about "self-esteem.” This Is especially true of
parents if they feel one of their children has low self-esteem.

The frequent references to "self-esteem” in dally conversa-
tions show how prevalent this concept has become in the last few
years. The whole self-esteem movement is onec of the most power-
ful and pervasive In our culture. What began as a psychological
theory has permeated most areas of modern life, including the
cducational world.

What Is our reaction as Christians to the self-esteem move-
ment? How does the baslc concept of self-worth accord with what
the Bible has to say about the way we are to view ourselves?
What place does the self-esteem approach have in your work as
educators? Should you be spending more time working on the self-
Image of your students, particularly In trying to Improve how
they feel about themselves?

These are the kinds of queslions we will touch on In this
paper. We will start with a brief overview of tlhe origins of the
self-esteem movement. We wlll then nole the acceptance that the
self-eateem movement has galned In the church, Including evangel-
fecal cireles. Our third sectlon will glve an evaluvetion of the
self-worth concept In the light of sacred Scripture. In our
fourth section we will focus on the guestifon of whether there 1s
a command In Scripturc to love ourselves. We wl]) conclude 1lhe
paper by considering some scriptural guldelines for developing a
proper self-image In cur students.

I. THE ORIGIN OF THE SELF-ESTEEM MOVEMENT

When and where did the self-esteem movemenl begin? That Is
the first question we want to conslder In our study, for knowing
the source of an ldea or approach will often help us understand
its nature better.

Most of us here probably think of the self-esteem movement
as a relatively recent development. Even the terms, such as
"self-esteem,” "self-worlh" or "self-Image,” are rather new to
our vocahulary. Flfteen years ago they were not the current Jar-
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gon--certainly not to the extent they are today. And most of the
literature from and about thls psychologlcal approach has appear-
ed In the last decade. In evangellcal clrcles, for example,
there are very few articles on the subject from the 'T0's.

The roots of self-love can actually be traced back to the
previous century. Calvin Hall and Gardner Lindzey, In their
work, "Theorles of Personality,” offer the following opinlon re-
garding the orlgin of self-theory:

"Willlam James, In his famous chapter on the self in

'Princlples of Psychology,” 1890, chapter 10, set the

stage for contemporary theorlzing, and much of what 1s

written today about the self and the ego derives dir-

ectly or Indirectly from James.” (1)

In the chapter Hall and Lindzey clited, James ralsed many of the
questtons and concerns that later became central In the develop-
ment of selt-theory. ’

Nor ls Hall and Lindzey's assessment an lsolated one. - L.
Edward Wells and Gerald Marwell support that opinlon In thelr
Joint work on self-esteem. They observe:

"Willlam James Is generally Identified as the earliest
self-psychologlist, and hls writings are still stan-

dard reference for developmental discussions on self-

esteem. James' early dlscusslon ls still consldered

definltive.” (2)

If we are to tind a speclfle, generally recognlzed source
for the self-love movement, then, It seems that the hest place to
look ts In the writings of Willlam James, the nineteenth-century
philosopher and psychologist.

We should not assume, however, that there iIs a straight 1line
of development between James and the modern self-estcem movement.
For one thing, James did not make broad, speculative statements
that he felt should be accepted as the norm for all people. Ra-
ther, he openly acknowledged that for many of his findings he vs-
ed nothing more ohjective than his oun self-awareness. What Is
more, James also dlstingulshed between selft-feellngs, self-love
and self-estimatton and did not accept all three categorles with
the lack of discrimination that we so often see among psycholo-
glsts today.

In hls work entltled, "Psychology: Brlefer Course,” James
noted that we human belngs not only have a relatlonship with oth-
ers in the world around us, but also with ourselves. As James
put 1t: "Whatever I may be thinking of, 1 am always at the same
tlme more or less aware of myself, ot my personal exlstence.” (3)
Much of James' work was spent consldering the questlon, "In what
‘ways do I relate to myself as a person?”

In considering how we relate to ourselves, James developed
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three "self” categorles: self-feclings, self-love and self-estl-
malion. He noted that In the first category, self-feelings, the
way we feel about ourselves may be elther positive or negatlve,
that is, a person can feel efther good or bad about himself. One
of the synonyms that James used for positive self-feellngs was
self-esteem, which Is now widely used in both secular and evan-
gelical self-love literature. We should also note that James vus-
ed that term, self-esteem, in a very narrow or restricted sense,
to delineate only one-half of one of his three categorfes. To-
day, by contiast, psychologists usually Include all three of
James' categories under that one term.

James stated that self-feellngs come through a combination
of natural Inclination and performance. A person may be born
with a positive self-orientation, for example, but through a ser-
fes of fallures those positive self-feelings may decline. But
James also felt that the reverse is true and that a person who s
inclined to feeling negatively about himself could become much
more positive through a serles of successes. Self-love, accord-
ing to James, i{s not so much a feellng, as we might think at
first, but an actlon. By self-love James meant those things that
a person does because by nature he Is motivated to seek his best
Interests. The third category In personallty that James saw was
self-estimation, which means the abllity to take an oblective In-
venltory of oneself and one's capacities. James felt that self-
estimatlon, llke the other two categories, could operate Indepen-—
dently. You can see that you are successful, for example, but
you may still have negative self-feellngs.

Willlam James was content to record his observations ahout
the self. He did not formulate a psychologlical approach based on
hls observations. One of those whose theories of the self did
lead to a practical methodology is Eric Fromm.

Eric Fromm was born in Germany In 1900 and recefved his edu-
callen there, including his training as a Freudlan psycheloglst.
He emmigrated to America In 1933, about which time he also broke
wilh the Freudlan school. Fromm rejlected Freud's emphasts on the
blologlical nature of man, and he especlally dlsputed Freud's in-
clusion of agression (which Freud termed "the death Instinct™),
as a basic parl of human nature. » ‘

According to Fromm, soclety Is the determlnhant In the forma-
tlon of human personality. Since Fromm is a humanist, he be-
lieves that man is naturally and Intrinsically good. The evil we
tind in man, in Fromm's view, comes not from man himself, but
from soclety, especlally when soclety causes the self to deny its
potential for growth and expression. In other words, outslde

forces and agencles are what turn man bad, particularly when they
become repressive and frustrate man's natural tendencies.

As you might expect of a humanist, Fromm feels that man has
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the right to be proud of his accomplishments, especlally of the
materlal world he has created. Fromm feels so strongly about
this, as a malter of fact, that he writes: :

"The characer structure of the mature and Integrated

personality constitutes the source and basls of 'vir-

tue:' and . . .'vice,' in the last analysls, Is in-

difference to one's self and self-mutllation.” (4)
The focus of man, then, should be inward, and if It isn't, then
there is something deficient In man's personality.

Fromm, who has written a great deal on the subject of love,
feels that love is not transcendent. It does not transcend man,
nor does It descend on him from above. Rather, Fromm feels that
love "Is somethlng Inherent and radiating from within him." (5)
Fromm is so optimistic about the nature of man, including his
desire or Inclination to express himself In love, that he says,
"Man is able to know what Is good and to act accordingly." (6)

Those who have done much reading In Fromm know that he does
not take a very high view of Christianity. He characterizes
Christlan bellefs, such as the Trinlty, as "authoritative” and
"regressive.” In other words, Fromm belleves that Christlanity
i{s an agency that would tend to deny man's natural tendencles to-
ward growth and fulflllment. Fromm would not have us look to
Christlanity to find God, but to man himself. Man iIs god In
Fromm's theory:; and {f the sacred exists, tts center {s In the
self.

It should be clear that Fromm's contribution to self-theory
{s that he made the self central In his approach. Fromm's book,
"Man for Himself,” gives pyschological expression to the human-
ist's bellef In the centrality of man.

The approach that Fromm adopted recelved support from the
writings of Rollo May, who was born in 1809, After recelving his
undergraduate educatifon in the Midwest, May studied theology al
Unlon Theological Seminary In New York and then recelved a Ph. D.
al Columbla Teachers College across the street.

Mays' contribution to self-theory is that he brought in the
influence of extstentialism, which he encountered in his psycho-
therapeutlc studles In Vienna. The central concept of existentl-
allsm 1s what the Germans call "Daselin” ("existence” or "belng
there”). By thls they mean the Intense, fundamental awareness of
one's exlstence. (Existentlalists, by the way, do not make a
distinction between the knowing and the known, between the sub-
Ject that 1s doing the experlencing and the obJect that is being
experienced. Part of the "existential experience” Is bringing a-
about a unity between subject and object so that they become
Inseparable.)

Existentialists such as May recognize three aspects to thelr
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world: the "world around” or the environment; the "world with”
or our life with others; and the "own world,” that is, the world
of the self and one's relatlonship to one's self. This last
world Is central for the existentiallsts, and the most Important
goal for the self is "becoming,” that is, goling through the pro-
cess of self-development or fulfilling one's potential.

In May's theory the central contribulion of pyschelogy or
counseling is to assist the process of "becoming.” His exls-
tential therapy starts with the isolated self, which is aware of
ts baslic existence, but which ts also confronted by non-exlstence
and the assoclated emotion of dread. The therapist's responsi-
billty, according to May, is two-fold: He Is to accept and value
the individual with whom he is working, without making any Judg-
ments or decisions for him; and he Is to encourage the individual
to commit himself to self-defined decisions that will help him
reach hls potential.

It is not difficult to see that Christianity Is not compatl-
ible with May's existentlal approach. May does nol accept or en-
courage outside Intrusions, partlicularly when those "fntrusions”
make Judgments on a cllent or lead him to certain declsions,
rather than allowing him lo arrive at his own.

One of the first to formulate a pyschological approach based
on the self-theories we have been discussing was Abraham Maslow,
who was born In 1908 and educated at the University of Wisconsin.
Maslow then moved east and spent his early academic years teach-
Ing at Columbla Teachers College and Brooklyn College.

Maslow postulates a theory of human personality thal is bas-
ed on what he terms "a hlerarchy of needs." These needs, hec
says, are Innate, part of us from the day we are born. He also
feels that the needs must be met In a relatively fixed order:
first, physlological needs and safety needs; then, belonging and
love needs; next, self-esteem and status needs; and finally,
self-reallzation or self-actvalization needs.

Maslow's hlerarchy of needs could be dlagrammed as follows:
Self-Realizatlon

Status

Self-Esteem

Love

Belonging

Safety

Physiologlcal

W T

At the very top of the pyramid is self-actuallzation, which
Is the last need to be met and which does not emerge, In Maslow's
theory, until all the other needs are met. This Is important,
for among the characteristics of the self-actualized person s
acceptance of self and others. Maslow feels, then, that we can't
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really accept others untll all our other needs are met. We must
first be loved and have self-esteem, yes, even status, or 1t will
be Impossible for us to love and accept others,

Maslow describes the person who has emerged at the top of
the pyramid with these words:
"A few centurles ago these (selt-actualized people)
would all have been described as men who walk In
the path of God or as godly men. A few say that
they belleve In God, but describe this God more as

a metaphysical concept than as a personal fligure.
It religton 13 detfined only In goclal-behavioral
terms, then these are all religious people, the
athelst Included. But 1f more conservatively we
use the term rellgion so as to Include and stress
the supernatural element and Ingtitutlonal ortho-
doxy (certalinly the more common usage) then our an-
swer must be qulte different, for then almost none
of them 1s rellglous.” (7)

Maslow's theory needs no comment from the Christian perspec-
tive, for he has made the matter very clear himself. He freely
acknowledges that hls theory of personality, especlally his em-
phasls on selt-actuallzation, does not accord with orthodoxy.

One of the most popular and Influentlal of the self-psychol-
oglsts 1ls Carl Rogers, who was born In the Midwest In 1902 to a
conservative Protestant family. After graduating from the Uni-
verslty of Wisconsin, Rogers swlitched to ministerial studles and
attended Unlon Theological Semlnary In New York. The liberal
theology he learned at Unlon did not satisfy him, so he broke
with Christlanity after a trip abroad. He transferred to the
teachers college at Columbla, where he was strongly Influenced by

John Dewey, and recelved his Ph. D. In 1928.

Rogers characterizes hls counseling technique as "non-dlrec-
tive" or "cllent-centered.” The counselor makes himself open and
transparent to the cllent and accepts the cllent "Just as he 1s,”
without making Jjudgments. Then he helps the cllent understand
aspects of himself he previously repressed; and he facllitates
the cllent unleashing his own resources within to "be more self-

directing and self-confident.” (8)

There are no absolutes In Rogers' approach, which means no
Judgments are made about the "rightness” or "wrongness” of any
feellngs. Rogers feels that "the more signiticant continuum lIs
trom tixlty to changingness, from rigld structure to flow, from
stasls to process." (9)

The counselor's purpose In Rogers' approach Is to lead the
cllent to the hlghest of seven stages. The tlrst stage ls when a
person Is "tixed,” "static,” "completely blocked,” with little a-
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wareness of hls feelings, let alone the acceptance of them. The
seventh or highest stage 1s when "feeling and cognition Inter-
penetrate, self 1s subjectively In the experience (the clienl Is
undergoing), volitlon is simply the sublective following of a
harmonious balance of organsmic direction.” (10)

As a humanlist Rogers feels that the proper focus of man Is
man. He also affirms that people have the resources within them-
selves to affect any changes that are necessary to becoming an
Integrated person.

I1. ACCEPTANCE OF SELF-THEORY IN EVANGELICAL CIRCLES

The orlgin of the self-theory was not, as we saw, within the
church, but you would not know that {f you were to Jjudge by the
welcome some in the church have given to this movement. The
church has, in some respects, been one of the strongest support-

ers of the self-worth concept.

One of the first to embrace the ideals of self-esteem was
Robert Schuller, whom most of us know from "The Hour of Power”
which he televises from the Crystal Cathedral In Garden Grove
each Sunday. In 1989, before many were even aware of the self-
esteem movement, Schuller authored a book with the title, "Self-
Love: The Dynamic Force of Success." (As you might expect, this
book had a laudatory introduction by Norman Vincent Peale, Schul-
ler's mentor and predecessor in embracing self-theory before It
had its present titles.)

In chapter two, which has the catchy title, "Selt-Love--High

Hat or Halo?" Schuller deflnes self-love in a way that {s almost
indistingulshable from the self-theorists we considered previous-
ly. He says there:

"Self-love 1s a crowning sense of self-worth. It Is an en-

nobling emotlon of self-respect. It Is a divine awareness

of personal dignity. It Is what the Greeks call reverence

for the self. It is an ablding falth In yourself. It s

sincere bellef in yourself. It comes through self-discov-

ery, self-dlscipline, self-forglveness and self-acceptance.

It produces self-rellance, self-confidence and an Inner

security, calm as the night.” (11)

Later In the book, In a chapter entitled, "Love Yourself,”
Schuller speaks of self-love In words that seem to echo Fromm,
Maslow and company. He writes:

"Love yourself or you will die spiritually. If you do
not love yourself, you cannot love your nelghbor. If
you do not love people, you will not be able to love
God. God lives in people. If you do not love your-

selt and do not love people and do not love God, you

are a dead man who 1s walking, sexing, sleeping, work-

ing, breathing, eatling, excreting.” (12) _
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Schuller clearly accepts the concept that self-love Is a prere-
quisite lo loving others, yes, to loving God llimself.

About thirteen years later Schuller reatfirmed hls falth In
the selt-love movement In a book he sent free to most pastors In
the United States. In that book, with the title, "Self-Esteem:
The New Reformation,” Schuller states:

"I contend that thls unfulfilled need for self-esteem
underlles every human act, both negative and positive.
Every analysls of soclal or personal sins must recog-
nize that the core of all sintul or unsocial behavior
Is a consclous or subconsclous attempt to feed the
person's need for self-esteem.” (13)
It almost seems as 1f Schuller had Maslow's hlerarachy of needs
in front of him as he penned those words.

Schuller 13 not alone In his endorsement of the self-love
theory. Let us briefly conslder some others In order to show how
widely the self-worth movement has taken hold iIn the church.

Anthony Hoekema, a professor of systematlc theology at Cal-
vin Theologlcal Seminary in Grand Raplds, Michlgan, has written a
number of excellent books on such toplcs as speaking in tongues,
the so-called Holy Spirlt baptlsm and the tour major cults. Many
of our pastors have Hoekema's works (n thelr librarles and recom-
mend them,

In "A Christian Looks at Himself” Hoekema makes several
statements which are a ringing endorsement of the self-esteenm
movement. For example, In discussing the effects of the fall
into sin on man Hoekema asks:

"Does this mean that man now bhecame of no worth? Nothing
could be further from the truth. Even after the fall man
was still consldered to be a creature of Infinite worth.

Jesus sald that one human lite Is worth more than the

whole world (Matt. 186:28). The Scriptures also afflrm

that even a fallen man still bears the Image of God (Gen.

9:6: James 3:9)." (14) .

Hoekema ls saylng that nelther the tall Into sin nor the effect
of sin after the fall has changed man's value In the eyes of God.
He feels that because we were created in God's Image, we have a
dignity and a worth that provide a basls for self-love and for
acceptance by God.

Hoekema also resists any suggestlon that man has no worth
apart from the restorlng grace ot God. In "The Christlan Looks
at Himself" Hoekema discusses some changes that have been made In
the hymn, "Beneath the Cross of Jesus.” He obviously feels these

_changes are for the better, for he states:

"Fortunately, In the hymnal presently used Iln our church
the last line has been changed (from 'my own worthless-
ness’) to 'And my unworthiness.! [ qulte axgree that we
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are unworthy; I do not belleve that it accords with

the biblical teaching to say that we are worthless.'

15) v ,
To see just what Hoekema means by this, observe that he also
criticlizes Issac Watts' "Alas, and DId My Savior Bleed?" which Is
one of our Lenten hymns. Hoekema objects to the fact that this
hymn speaks of "a worm such as L" He feels that thls "hymn
could convey to many people a quite unflattering self-image.”

(16)

Another evangelical writer who blows the self-love trumpet
Is Walter Trobisch. Although Troblsch Is an Austrian pastor, he
has exerted a considerable influence in our country through his
writings on marriage. A number of pastors in our clrcles recom-
mend his book, "I Married You," to unmarried couples who are
struggling with the temptation of Intimacy and to couples contem-
plating marriage.

Troblsch's writings haven't been confined to sexuality and
marrlage. In a work called, "Love Yourself,” Troblsch says that
self-esteem needs must be met before we can expect a person to
love others. In words that could have come from the pen of Mas-
low or Schuller he says:

"We cannot glve what we do not possess. Only when we
have accepted ourselves can we become truly self-less
. and free from ourselves.” (17)

Nor is Trobisch giving us the Christian Ideal of self-lessness In
that quotation. Earlier he had made it clear how he understands
"accepting ourselves” when he wrote: "Without self-love there
can be no love for others." (18)

There are other, popular evangellcal writers, such as Bruce
Narramore, whom we could quote to show how widely the self-love
theory has been accepted In the church. We do not want to be-
labor the point. We trust, however, that you will see how widely
the self-esteem movement has been accepted In the malnline and
evangellcal churches, not Just in those on "the fringe." In
fact, evangellcal churches seem to be In the vanguard when It
comes to promoting the importance of self-love or self-esteem.

Before we leave this sectlon we feel constrained to quote
one of the most popular Christifan psychologlsts of our day, James
Dobson. Dr. Dobszon's Impact on the church at large, Including
our church, has been tremendous, almost immeasurable. Many of
our congregatlons have shown his "Focus on the Family” {llm ser-
les; more of our members than we know are regular listeners to
his radio broadcasts and recipients of his newsletter; and his
books are on most of our bookshelves. We would be remiss, there-
fore, If we did not take note of how Dobson has responded to the
self-worth theory.

We can say, in a word, that Dobson has endorsed it. Consld-
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er hls book, "Hide or Seek, which has the subtitle, "Self-Esteem
for the Child, A Compelling Approach for Parents and Teachers."
The basic premise of thls book ls that the root cause for most of
man's problem ls a feellng of Interlority or Inadequacy, lack of
self-esteem or personal worth. In chapter four, entitled,
"Strategles for Esteem)’” Dobson presents ten ditfferent methods
tor developing what he considers to be a right self-esteem.
Among other thlngs, Dobson suggests that children should develop
a skill that makes them stand head and shoulders above other
people. In other words, he suggests that a person will grow In
his feelings of self-worth as he becomes convinced he compares
tavorably with others or ls even superlor to them. (19)

In pointing out Dobson's acceptance of the self-esteem
theory, I am not trylng to dispute or reject everything he says.
There s much In Dobson that is both biblical and practical. He
‘also has a winsome Wway ot presenting hls case. At the same time,
we would be less than honest 1f we did not show that Dobson is
frequently indlstingulshable from the secular, self-love psycho-
loglsts. For example, In his widely read Dare to Discipline, he
says:

“The most magnificent theory ever devised for control of
behavlor ls called the 'Law of Reinforcement,’ formulat-

ed many years ago by the first educatlon psychologist, E.

L. Thorndike. It Is magnlflcent because it works! (20)

Dobson acknowledges the secular origlns of behavioralism. In
tact, he goes on to say that Thorndlke's orlginal law had been
honed to a fine edge by B. T, Skinner. DBut he still recommends
that people accept this methodology "hecause it works!” In oth-
er words, James Dobson Is quite comfortable with the self-esteem
movement and Its methodologles.

I1I. A SCRIPTURAL EVALUATION OF THE SELF-ESTEEM MOVEMENT

How do we Chrlstlans respond to the self-esteem movement?
There ls no denying its popularity or {ts Impact, as we have
seen. But popularlty and Impact are not, In themselves, valld
reasons for adopting an approach when it comes to serving the
people of God. Any method we adopt must stand the test of Scrip-
ture. Paul reminds us of that when he says we are to "bring
every thought Into captivity to the obedlence of Christ” (1T Cor.
10:5). Any approach we employ must be in harmony with the reve-
lation that God has glven us in Christ.

Does the self-esteenm movement as It Is generally understood
conform to Scripture? Is thls movement, which says, "It you
don't love yourself, you can't love anyone else,” compatible with
what God reveals in Hls Word? That ts the questlon to which we
now want to turn our attentlon.

As our startlng point, let us consider brlefly what Paul
says In his second letter to Timothy. In this letter, which has
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been called Paul's last will and testament, the aged apostle dis-
cusses "the last days" with his young frlend. He wants Timothy
to know what those days will be like, what will take place In
them and how he should contend with what he encounters. In this
discussion Paul says: "But know this, that in the last days per-
{lous times wlll come. For men will be lovers of themselves”

(I Tim. 3:1,2). '

Did you notice that? Paul says that one of the distingulsh-
ing marks of soclety In the last days Is that people will be
"lovers of themselves." The word Paul uses in the original is
philautol, a compound word made from philia, which means "love"
in the frlendship sense, and autos, which means "selft." Those
who are "lovers of themselves" do not exhibit the agape-love
which we learn only from God. Agape-love is the highest kind of
love in Scripture, tor It is the love Jesus pours into our hearts
when His Spirit brings us to faith. Agape-love is the love that
moves us to offer ourselves In service to one another, as Jesus
first offered Himself for us. But that is not the love that will
characterize people in the last days. Rather, they will show
philia-love, which is a lower type of love than agape-love. They
will have only the natural human affection--and it will be dir-
ected toward themselves!

Is the philla-love of self that Paul discusses in II Timothy
the same as the self-love of modern psychology? If It 1s, then
Paul's injunction to turn away from such people (3:5) would apply
to the modern self-esteem movement,

To answer the question about equating the self-love of today
with the philla-love against which Paul warns, we conzlder two
definitions. Consider, on the one hand, how Arndt and Gingrich,

In thelr authoritative New Testament lexicon, define philla.

They define it as "friendship; love; frlendship with pagans.”

(21) Alongslide that detlnition consider the description of self-
love offered by Carl Rogers. He says: "In general, positive re-
gard (hils term for self-love) is deflned as fncluding such atti-

tudes as warmth, liking, respect, sympathy, acceptance.” (22)

The focus in Rogers' detinitlon 13 on the feellngs and emo-
tions, which is characteristic of philla-love, not on a trans-
tormed will that shows Itself In self-sacrifice, which 1s what
characterizes agape-love. It seems clear, then, that there is an
equation between the love of the self-esteem movement and the
love of self tht Paul discusses in II Timothy 3.

Belng aware of that equation, we need to conslder further
what Paul says about It. Note, for one thing, that Paul i1s talk-
ing about "perilous times,” that is, times that will be difficult
for Christians. One of the factors that will contribute to the
stress of Christlans, perhaps even the leadlng cause since Paul
puts it first on his list, Is that people will be lovers of them-
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gselves. Instead of exhibiting the serving, selt-sacriticing love
we learn trom Jesus, the love that always looks out from ltself, -
people in the last days will show a love that looks Iin.

It 1s Instructive to peruse the 1list of sins that Paul says
will accompany self-love in the last days, sins that may be con-
sidered the by-product of Inapproprlate selt-love. Paul contin-
ues his discussion ot the last days by saylng: "Men will be lov-
ers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters, proud, blasphemers,
disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, unloving, unforgliv-
ing, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, desplsers of good,
traitors, headstrong, haughty, lovers of pleasure rather than

lovers of God" (II Tim., 3:2-4).

What a contrast this list offers to the fruits of the Spirit
the same apostle glves us In Galatians 5. |In Galatians Paul
tells us that "the fruit of the Spirit is love (agape), Joy,
peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentle-
ness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22,23). Or think of how differently
Paul describes agape-love In I Corinthians 13. There he says:
"Love suffers long and Is kind; love does not envy; love does not
parade Itself; 1s not puffed up; does not behave rudely, does not
seek its own" (II Cor. 13:4,6). By contrast, In the passage we
are consldering Paul says that those caught up In self-love wlill
be proud, boasters, unloving, unforgiving, headstrong, haughty,

When we hear some of the adjectives Paul uses to describe
those who are lovers of themselves, we can't help but see how
often the description applies In the modern scene. Conslder the
trilogy, "boasters,” "proud” and "haughty." Those words remind
one of an advertisement that appeared In the Psychology Today
magazine a number of years back. The ad read, in part:

"I LOVE ME. [ am not concelted. I'm just a good

friend to myselft. And I like to do whatever makes

me feel good. . . . Before you can do good things

tor yourself, you have to know yourself. . . . You

need selt-knowledge before you can have self-satis-

taction. Think about 1t.” (23)

That ad carrled a dlsclaimer. The young man whose face ap-~
peared along with the words wanted us to know that he wasn't
proud. "I'm not concelted,” he assured us. But it was hard to
avold that concluslon In spite of his assurances. Atter all,
what was his maln point? It was that he wanted to do good things
tor himselt; and In order to do that, he had to spend a conslder-
able amount of time focusing his attentlon and energles Inward.

As Paul evaluates the self-love philosophy, he makes two
additional points that deserve attentlon. First ot all, he says
that self-love is characterized as "having a form of godliness,
but denylng its power” (II Tim. 3:5). What Paul Is saylng lIs
that much ot what people will do in the last days will seem to
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resemble godliness in many ways. It will have an appearance that
makes It seem acceptable to the bellevers at first glance.

How can lovers of themselves have the form of godliness?
That may seem to be too much to grasp. But keep In mind some-
thing that C. S. Lewis' character, Screwtape, says in one of his
letters to his nephew, Wormwood. (Screwtape 13 a senlor devil
advising his nephew on the finer points of how to lead Christians
away from the faith.) In one of his fiendish communiques Screw-

tape writes:
"What we want . . . is to keep them (i.e, Christians)

in the state of mind I call 'Christlianity And." You
know--Christianity and the Crisis, Christianity and
the New Psychology . . . If they must be Christlans,
let them at least be Christians with a difference.
Substitute for the faith itself some Fashion with a
Christian colouring.” (24)

How timely those half-century-old words of Lewis are! The
"Fashion” of today is the self-esteem school of psychology, and a
good many within the church are so enamored of it they are prac-
ticing "Christianity And"--"Christlanity and the New Psychology.”

Willlam K{lpatrick, a Christlan who serves as professor of
educational psychology at Boston College, has observed this phen-
omenon first-hand In his work. He writes:

"In many evangellcal churches, positive thinking seems

to have taken the place of falth. Almost everywhere,

salvation i{s becoming equated with self-growth or feel-

ings of O.K.-ness. 1In short, Christlians have let thelr

falth become entangled In a net of popular ldeas about

selt-esteem and self-fulfillment that aren't Christian

at all." (25)

Kilpatrick also touches upon Paul's statement that much of
the thinking of the last days would have "a form of godliness.”
He says:

n, . there Is a certain Christian.tone to what psy-

chology says and does: echoes of loving your neigh-

bor as yourself, the promise of being made whole, a-

voldance of Jjudglng others. Those ldeas are appeal-
ing to most people, no matter what their faith.” (26)
There 1s no doubt in Kilpatrick's mind, however, that psychology
as practiced by the self-esteem therapists denies the power of
godliness, for he adds:

"True Christianity does not mix well with psychology.

When you try to mix them, you often end up with a

watered-down Christianity Instead of a Christianized

psychology." (27)

It Kilpatrick's word seem unduly strong, remember that the
self-esteem movement did not spring from the pages of Scripture,
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but from the minds of men whose vlew of the nature of man i3
inimical to the biblical view. With the psalmist we Christlans
confess: "Behold, I was brought forth In Iniquity, and in sin my
mother concelved me"” (Ps. 51:5). We also recognize the truth ot
God's estimate of man when He says: "The Imaginatlon of man's
heart ls evil from his youth" (Gen. 8:21). When we look at our-
selves, therefore, we confess with the psalmist: "I am a worm,
and no man" (Ps. 22:8). We also acknowledge with Paul: "Sin . .

. dwells within me. For I know that In me, (that 13, In my
flesh) nothing good dwells™ (Rom. 7:17,18).

How different the perspective of the humanists who gave rlse
to the self-esteem movement. Hall and Lindzey, In the ‘text to
which we referred previously, summarize Maslow's position as af-
firming that "man has an Inborn nature which is essentlially good
and never evil." (28) Erlc Fromm and Carl Rogers would readlly
express thelr "Amen's"™ to such a theory of the nature of man.
Fromm, for example, sald that the humanlists' ethlcs would be un-
tenable 1f the "dogma of man's Innate natural evilness were
true.” (29) In other words, he felt that there Is no compatibll-
fty between the biblical model of man and the humanist model.
The humanist model has to be correct and man has to be innately
good, or all the humanists' psychological theories fall. That |s
why Rogers and others follow close on the trail of Maslow and
Fromm and affirm without qualification that man can have an "un-
condlitional poslitive self-regard.” (30)

A natural, even necessary corollary of the humanists' op-
timistic view of man i3 the preoccupatlion with selt. Paul ana-
lyzes this kind of thinking in some detail In the first chapter
ot Romans. He says that the unbellevers "exchanged the truth of
God for the lle, and worshiped and served the creature rather
than the Creator, who Is blessed forever” (Rom. 1:25). The un-
bellever would rather belleve his own lies than the truth that
God has revealed to him. As a result, he becomes the center of
his 1ife, and all his focus is turned Inward Instead of upward.

He worships and serves himself Instead of the One who made him.

Paul's Inspired anticipation of the humanistic thinking be-
hind such things as the selft-love movement s frighteningly ac-
curate. For example, Eric Fromm, who Is a confessed athelst, has
written a book entitled, "You Shall Be as Gods." The baslic the-
sis of that book is, very simply, that the concept of God has
evolved through the centurles. In a more primitive era, Fromm
asserts, God was thought of as someone who existed outside us and
above us and on whom we had to rely. But now, In a more percep-
tive age, according to Fromm, the concept of God has changed to
the polnt that man ls God--and should be considered as such. And
it there Is a sacred, Fromm says, its center Is in the self.

Fromm would therefore affirm that man should worshlp and serve
himself. In his world-view, selfism is not reprehensible, but a

loglcal necesslty!
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There are very practical applicatlions that the self-love
psychologists draw from thelr beliet that man i{s the center of
life. Perhaps the most Important one Is that man relys only on
his own resources when seeking to find meaning in his life or
solutlons to his problems. For example, Fromm states that "the
position taken by . . . (the humanists 1s) that man 1s able to
know what is good and to act accordingly on the strength of his
natural potentialities and of his reason.” (31 Stated another
way, Fromm belleves In both the Innate goodness and the self-suf-
ficlency of natural man. ‘

You may be wondering at this point how secular self-theory
relates to you and your work in the classroom. You don't Intend
to Introduce your students to Fromm or any of the other self-love
psychologlsts. Nor do you plan on using material that reflects
their humanistic perspective. "

We would encourage you to recognlze, however, that self-
esteem psychology Is so pervasive that It s virtually imposslible
to avold It In secular textbooks. Consider, for example, a pro-
gram called "Pumsy in Pursuit of Excellence." According to the
preface to the leader's gulde, "Pumsy In Pursult of Excellence”
fs a program "for teachlng self-esteem to elementary school
children through cognitive restructuring and poslitive thinking
skills." The program centers around Pumsy, "a lovable dragon,”
and Frlend, "a boy who has developed good skills as a posltive
thinker and (who) shares those skills with Pumsy." The program,
which consists of eight units, "ls the story of Pumsy's journey
as she undertakes the very big Joy of shifting her self-esteem
from being externally based to belng internally based. . . . Pum-
sy decldes to . . . learn how she can feel good about herself all
by herself. She begins the process of shifting to a self-esteem
which Is iInternally based, dependent on something good happening
fn her." (31)

The humanistic tone of the program should be rather apparent

Just from that brief quotation. But let's see how the humanistic
approach is carried oul in one of the units. In Unit 4, which

has the title, "I'M NO GOOD," the stated goal Is: "Children will
understand the Importance of self-rellance In learning skills for
malntalning a positive self-esteem.” (32) Note that. That is
Fromm and his self-love friends In action. The child Is to rely

on himself for whatever skills are necessary to malntain a posl-
tive self-lmage. He has the skills within him to do Just that,

so hls focus should be on himself, not on Someone outside him.

What we find In the Pumsy program {s typlcal of secular
self-esteem psychology generally and can serve as a summary of
our critique. Self-esteem thinking is rooted In humanism, and
man becomes both the center of its attentlion and the standard by
which {ts achlevements are measured. Luther, writing In a dif-
terent context, characterized natural man as "humanus incurvitas
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In se,” "man turned In upon himself.” That Is both the focus and
the fault of the self-love theory: Man's flrst concern is to be
with himself, not with his nelghbor and not even with his God.
"You can't love anyone else,” self-esteem pyschologists assert,
"unless you flrst love yourself." In addition, self-theory In-
sists that "man 1s the measure of all things." He Is Innately
good, yes, even dlvine, and he has the resources and skills with-
in to be totally selt-sufticient. He does not need to look out-
slde himself. He may worshlp and serve the creature rather than
the Creator,

IV. WHAT ABOUT, ". . . AS YOURSELF"?

There may be some here who still are not convinced that the
self-esteem movement is Incompatible with Christianity--at least
not as they percelve and promote self-esteem. While acknowledg-
ing that it can be self-centered and self-serving, they may ask
In all sincerity, "Doesn't the Blble open the door for self-es-—
teem? Doesn't our Lord Himself command us to 'love our nelghbor
as ourself?’ That command seems to imply,” these people may say,
"that self-love need not be wrong—-not in the Christlan context.”

Let us conslder that passage In Luke 10 very brlefly, begin-
ning with a review of the context in which the words to "love our
nelghbor as ourselt” appear. A lawyer had come to Jesus and ask-
ed Him, "What shall I do to inherit eternal 1life?” Luke Informs
us that the lawyer was testing Jesus, that Is, he was looking for
a way to trip up our Lord. Jesus answers the lawyer's questlons
with a questlon of His own, "What ls written In the law?” The
man, who was an expert in Jewish law, had no difficulty with Je-
sus' question. He gave a two-part answer: Flrst, he quoted
Deuteronomy 8:5, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all you soul and with all your strength and with
all your mind;" then he quoted Leviticus 19:8, "(You shall love)
your nelghbor as yourself.” In response to the lawyer's answer
Jesus sald, "You have answered rightly; do this and you wlill
1tve.” (Luke 10:29-37)

The lawyer still wasn't satisfied however. Luke says that
he wanted "to Justify himself,” that 1s, he wanted to feel that
he had kept God's law perfectly and was therefore acceptable to
God as he was. So he asked Jesus, "Who ls my nelghbor?” Jesus
then told the story of the Good Samaritan, concluding with the
exhortation to the legal expert, "Go and do llkewise.” (Luke 10:
29-37)

As we consider the words, "(Love) your neighbor as your-
self,” It Is lmportant to keep the context In mind. The polnt of
the whole exchange between Jesus and the legal expert is whether
the lawyer Is good enough to stand before God as he Is. Hlis
question, "What shall I do to inherit eternal life?" implles
that he 1s. It Jesus wlll only tell him what to do, he'll do It,
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Jesus' concern, then, 1s to correct the lawyer's mistaken notlon
that he is capable of doing everything that God requires. That
Is the purpose of the question, "What ls written in the law?”
Our Lord 1s gently trying to lead the the lawyer to realize that
even It we summarize God's requirements into two baglic command-
ments, one covering each table of the law, we gtill aren't Justi-
tled before God. Jesus wants the man to look outside himself,
particularly at the way he has loved those around him, and come
to reallze that he has fallen tar short of what God demands.

There are some who have missed the point of the exchange be-
tween Jesus and the lawyer. Walter Trobisch, to whom we referred
earller, 1s one of them. In "Love Yourself" Troblsch discusses
‘some of the passages that talk about loving your neighbor as
yourself, and he comes to a startling conclusion. He says: "The
command to love your nelghbor Is never given without the command
to love yourselt.,” (34) What Trobisch fs saying, then, is that
there are really three commands In the Luke passage: one to love
God: a second to love ourselves; and the third to love our neigh-
bor. And Just to make sure that we don't miss that point, Tro-
bisch adds, "Selt-love is thus the prerequisite and the criterion
tor our conduct towards our neighbor. You cannot love neighbor,
you cannot love God, unless you tirst love yourself.” (35)

We have no quarrel with Troblsch's statement that self-love
1s the criterion for our conduct towards our nelighbor, provided
we understand that in the scriptural context. That is one of the
points of the parable of the Good Smaritan. As Luther has point-
out, the Good Samarltan 1s really our Lord, and we sinners are
the ones who were left for dead, (dead in our trespasses and
sins!) far from home. Jesus came to us in our time of need and
filled those needs completely, at no small cost to Himself. The
love that we have recelved and learned from Him and naturally
chow to ourselves is to be the criterion for how we love those

around us, whoever they may be.

Where we do not agree with Trobisch is In adding the word,
"prerequlsite.” Self-love 1s not the prerequisite for loving
others. It is a given that we already love ourselves. Without
that assumption, the command to love our nelghbor as ourselves
becomes meaningless. The problem of the lawyer was not that he
didn't have enough self-love, but that he loved himself too much!
He wanted to "Justify” himself, remember. His focus was on him-
self, and he had little understanding of what it meant to reach
out to others in love. He even had to have the word "neighbor”
detined for him. So Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan
to show him how limited hie love for others was. That parable
certalinly wasn't designed to foster an even higher self-interest.

Another passage to which people sometimes appeal to justify
Christian self-love is Ephesians 5:28. In that passage Paul
says, "So husbands ought to love thelr own wives as their own
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bodles; he who loves his wite loves himselt." To some this seems
to be an even clearer assertion that self-love Is not only per-
missible, but even commendable. They point out that in this
passage Paul doesn't Jjust assume men love themselves; he specl-
fically adds that the person who loves hls wife is then loving
himself. "Paul wouldn't have added that second statement,” they
say, "unless he wanted to encourage loving ourselves.”

The problem with that Interpretatlon is that It lgnores the
context of the passage. Paul's point throughout the last part of
chapter flve, from verse twenty-one through verse thirty-three,
is to talk about the loving, nourishing relationship that is to
exlst In Chrlstlan marrlages. Paul beglns that dlscusslon by en-
couraging the wives to submit to thelr husbands as we, the mem-
bers of the church, submit to Christ. Then he turns his atten-
tion to the husbands and tells them to love their wilves "just as
Christ also loved the Church and gave Himself for 1t." After
glving the supreme example of love, Jesus and His love for us,
Paul uses a lesser example, the way we love ourselves. Just as
the love we have for ourselves was to be an example for the law-
yer, so It Is to be a standard by which we judge how well we are

loving our wives.

It should be clear, then, that in both the passages we have
consldered Jesus ls not encouraging us to love ourselves more,
but to love those around us more.

V. SCRIPTURAL GUIDELINES FOR DEVELOPING
AN ACCURATE SELF-IMAGE

To thls point we have not been very enthuslastlc about the
self-esteem movement. We have even been sceptical about a
"Christianlzed” verslon ot lt. We do not want to give the im-
pression, however, that there are no positive guldelines we can
ofter on this subject. The Inspired Word speaks a great deal a-
bout man and his greatest needs and how to tlll those needs. We
now want to conslder tour scrlptural guldellnes for developing a
proper self-image In our students.

Durlng the course of this paper I have been using expres-
slons such as "self-esteem,” "selt-love” and "positive self-
Image,” but I have been dolng so with a great deal of reserva-
tion. For one thing, those terms have a humanistic origin. They
were spawned In the humanistic pond and then slowly evolved Into
the be-all of much of modern secular psychology. Secular psy-
chologlsts and counselors are the one who most often promote the
selt-theory, so it 1s difficult to use thelr terms without
humanlstlc connotatlons belng attached to thenm. '

But the "selt" terms also miss the point. When one reads the
Scriptures and hears a Davld or a Paul talkalng ahout himself,
one does not get the impression that they are concerned about a
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positive or negative self-image. Thelr real concern ls always
seeing themselves as God wants them to, whether that's negatlve
under certaln circumstances or positive in others. To put it an-
other way, their emphasis Is always on an accurate self-image.

I would suggest, therefore, that 1f we must use a "self" term,

we do well to use the term "accurate self-image” or "biblical

self-image."”

Having established that, we will now consider the main
scriptural guidelines we should follow in promoting an accurate
self-image in our students.

Guideline #1: The tlrst guldellne we would suggest Is that any
self-image we promote In our students must be

based solely on the Word of God.

I realize that our first guldeline may seem to be rather
selt-evident, perhaps too self-evident even to mention. I still
feel It 1s necessary to state it, however, because there is al-
ways the danger of adopting a secular approach without testing it
to see if it conforms to the Word of God. This Is especially
true In an area such as psychology, In which we Christians may
feel less than adequate. When we get into the realm of psychol-
ogy, we often feel we are In an area about which we know very
little. We do not usually feel that our training has equipped us
very well to deal with psychological matters. So we tend to rely
rather heavily on those who are considered to be experts in the
field, even If they are humanists.

Lawrence Crabb, a Christian psychologist whose writings of-
fer much that I can recommend, discusses the danger we've been
talking about in one of his works. He says:

"In an effort to define a truly Christian approach to
counseling, 1 began reading the works of evangelical
Christlan psychologists and psychlatrists. The more
I read, the more difficult it became to block out the
lmpression that, with a tew rewarding exceptlions,
humanistic psychology was not belng replaced by Christ-
fanity, but rather integrated with certain bibllcal
ideas. Although the adequacy and supremacy of Jesus
Christ often were asserted, the dlscussion of prob-
lems and solutions seemed to rely upon the wisdom of

man." (36)

Note what Crabb is saying. We, who haven't had a lot of

tormal training in psychology, aren't the only ones who are
inclined to rely on the experts in that area. Even Christian
psychologlsts and psychiatrist do that, although they are not
always aware what they are doing. They will unwittingly iInte-
grate secular psychology with sacred Scripture, and the result
ifs that humanism triumphs.
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[£ we are to develop a truly bibllical self-Image In our stu-
dents, It isn't enough that we Integrate a tew biblical ideas
with a humanlstic approach. Our approach must be thoroughly bib-
lical, for Peter tells us: "If anyone speaks, let him speak as
the oracles of God" (I Pet. 4:11)

The context In which Peter speaks those words 13 a discus-
slon of spiritual glfts. The apostle began by pointing out that
"each has recelved a gift" and that each glft is to be used to
serve one another (v. 10). He then discussed how the varlous
gitts are to be used and he said that those whom God entrusts
with the "speaklng" gltt should "speak as the oracles of God."
The word, "oracles,” that Peter uses refers elther to "divine
utterances"” or to "the Scriptures themselves.” In elther case
the point is the same. When you and I speak In the sense of dir-
ecting people In the ways of God, there should be no "uncertaln
sound,” to use one of Paul's expresslons. People should not have
to wonder, "Where did he get that approach?” We should speak as
the oracles of God, that is, when we speak, they should be cer-
tain that we are speaking God's Word, not man's wisdom.

Guidellne #2: Closely related to the first guidellne, it tact,

flowing out of It, Is the second: The self-lmage
we develop in students should be the result of a proper applica-
tlon of Law and Gospel. '

The scriptural basls for this guideline is Paul's second
letter to Timothy. In that eplstle Paul writes: "Be diligent to
present yourselft approved to God, a worker who does not need to
be ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of truth” (I Tim. 2:15).

When we hear these words, we naturally respond to what the
apostle Is saying. After all, we want to be "approved to God.”
That Is really the goal of all who are In the public ministry.
They want to carry out thelr responsibllities In a way that will
pass the test ot God Himself, which 1s what the word "approved"
here means. Thelr only deslre Is to present themselves approved
to God, not to impress men.

. And how do we do that? Paul explains when he says that such
approval comes through "rightly dividing the Word of truth." The
word that is translated as "rightly dividing™ was orliglnally used
to describe the work of one of the stewards or managers In a
household, particularly the one charged with the responsibility

of dividing the food up for the varlous members. He was to di-
vide It rightly, that 1s, to see that each person got exactly

“what he needed. That ls what we are to do In a spiritual way In
the little household that meets In our class each weekday. Ve
are to see that each recelves the very portlon ot God's Word that
he needs at a given moment In his life.

"Rightly dividing the Word of truth"” means that we wlll have
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to know the spiritual status of the students under us. In one
case it may mean glving the student a portion of the Law. In

the case of another student, who may slit right next to the first
student, we may need to offer him a generous portion of the Gos-
pel. Each student's needs wlll be ditferent, and the individual
students will have different needs depending on his spiritual

status at the time.

Perhaps the most difficult part of "rightly dividing the
Word of truth" will be using the Law when it needs to be used--
and using it as clearly and forcefully as it Is needed. We will
be reluctant to use the Law particularly when we are trylng to
develop greater self-esteem in students. We have an almost nat-
ural tendency to assume that there Is something incompatible or
fnconsistent about using the Law to develop a positive self—

image.

There are some who feel that the Law shouldn't be uzed at
all when trylng to develop self-esteem. That Is the position of
Robert Schuller in a chapter he contributed to a book entitled,
"Your Better Self.” In that chapter Schuller states:

"Man's deepest need is for self-esteem. 1 conslider

this to be unlversal. 1 have traveled around the world

and met Christlans and non-Christians In a varifety of

cultures and have found this to be true.

"Let me illustate how this relates to sin, salvatlon,

and fulness of lite. . .. .

"A central theme of Reformed theology is that a human

belng 1s, by nature, rebelllous agalnst God. . . .

"] happen to belleve with all my soul and being that

you don't approach the rebellious person and say, 'Hey,

buddy, you're rebellious." You're going to get a sock

on the chin. But that's the classical approach. Tell

him what a sinner he is, convict him of his gullt.” (37)

Schuller sincerely feels that you shouldn't preach the Law
to a person until he feels good about himself--and then it won't
be necessary. He teels that preachlng the Law to rebelllous sin-
ners is "battering thelr self-respect and insulting their digni-
ty "That,” he contlnues, "violates thelr self-esteem.” (38)

Schuller's methodology, which is designed to promote self-
esteem, remember, 1s entirely out of harmony with Paul's Insplred
approach. For instance, in his first letter to the people at
Corinth Paul speaks out sharply agalnst the man who had married
his father's wife. It Is pure Law when Paul tells the Corinthl-
ans: "Dellver such a one to Satan” (I Cor. 5:5). Rightly divid-
ing the Word of truth in that gsituation meant preaching the Law
so forcefully that the man could teel the tlames of hell lapping

at his feet.

This does not mean, of course, that we are to teach nothing
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but Law or even predominately Law, We mentioned that the spirit-
ual status of the child at any given moment will determine which
portlon of God's Word we glve to him. Paul's second letter to
the people of Corinth shows him dealing in an entirely difterent
way with the same man whom he treated so sternly In the tirst
letter. Apparently the Law did its work and the man recognized
his sin and asked for forgiveness. Unfortunately, the Corin-
thians did not understand that they were then to apply the heal-
ing balm of the Gospel to his bruised consclence. So Paul tells
them: "You ought rather to forgive and comfort him, lest perhaps
such one be wallowed up with too much sorrow™ (II Cor. 2:7).

Paul was a man who knew from personal experlence the despalr to
which an anguished consclence could lead. So he instructed the
Corinthlans to reassure the penitent sinner of full forglveness.

The lesson for us in this biblical example Is that we will
use both Law and Gospel In developing a proper self-image in our
students. At times we will find it necessary to show them
through the Law that the face of God turned in thelr directlon
is an angry, Jjudging tace. In other cases, including those in
which the Law has done its convicting work, we will want to lead
our students to the warm, loving embrace of thelr Savior. Only
divlding God's Word rightly according to the circumstances wlll
lead them to see themselves as God sees them.

C. S. Lewls offers a comment In "Mere Christlanity™ that can

serve as a summary of our second guldeline. He says:

"The Christlan rellglon 1s, in the long run, a thing of

unspeakable comfort. But it does not begin in comfort.

It begins in the dismay I have been describing, and |t

1s no use at all trylng to go on to that comfort with-

out first going through the dismay."(39) -
Our students must first know the dismay of the Law and then the
comfort of the Gospel. To take any other approach or even to
reverse that approach would not be developing a biblical selt-
image In then.

Guideline #3: The third guldeline we suggest tor developing an
accurate self-image In students Is that thelr

self-mage must be based on Inner renewel, not on outer confor-
mity.

This guldeline 1s based on the meaning of the word "repen-
pentance,” which is the outcome we are trylng to achleve through
a proper preaching of Law and Gospel. The word "repentance” 1it-
erally means "a change of mind.”

When the Bible talks about people "repenting,” it means that
they "change thelr mind" In two dlifferent areas, First ot all,
they change thelr minds about themselves and thelr 3lns. When
they repent, they no longer teel smug, secure and selt-satlstled,
Instead, they are terror-stricken, for the sins they used to lg-
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nore or dismiss so casually now rise up to haunt them night and
day.

The second area in which repentant people change their mind
has to do with Jesus. Once they repent, they take a radically
different approach to Him. They don't merely admire Him from a-
tar, at best acknowledglng Him a3 a wonderful teacher or an In-
spiring example. Rather, they throw themselves at His feet, con-
fessing that He is the Lamb of God who alone can take away the
sins of the world. Jesus becomes so important to them that re-
pentant people say with Paul, "I count all things loss for the
excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord™ (Phil. 3:

8).

An accurate self-image must be an outgrowth of that inner
renewal which we call "repentance” and which Involves nothing
less than a complete change of mind. If we have students who
seem qulte well adjusted and who exhlbit a consliderable amount of
self-esteem, but who do not seem to have had a scriptural change
of mind, we have not developed a proper self-image. A self-im-
age that is truly biblical must begin with an inner change of
mind, with a turning away from sin and trusting solely In Jesus.

The Bible glves us both negative and positive examples of
the change of mind that ls needed before we have an accurate
self-image. On the negative side, there is the example of the
Pharisees who came out to hear John the Baptist preach. Few
people had as much self-esteem a3 the Pharisees. People looked
on them as the paragons of plety who had a right relationship
with God. (Even. Jesus acknowledged that, in one sense, they had
no equals when it came to righteous 1lving. His remark In the
Sermon on the Mount about needing to exceed the righteousness of
the scribes and Pharisees shows that.) They were also secure in
their self-estimate, as the parable of the Pharisee and the pub-
lican demonstrates. We would assume, therefore, that John would
have given the Pharisees a few public plaudits and a personal pat

on the back and sent them on thelr way.

You know, however, that that was not the case. John did
everything he could to destroy the self-esteem of the Pharlsees,
even to calling them a "brood of vipers” (Matt. 3:7)! And why?
Because thelr self-esteem was not based on Inner renewal, but on
outer comformity. No one conformed to the outer demands of the
law better than Pharlsees, as we mentioned. And no one had a
better public image than the Pharisees, not to mention their own
self-lmage! But the Pharlsees did not have an accurate self-
image because they had not repented in the scriptural sense of
that word. Therefore John spoke out agalnst them in as unsparing
a way as you'll find anywhere In Scripture. He did so In order
to achieve a proper self-lmage that began with a true change of
" mind.
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The Bible glves us a number of positive examples of true
inner repentance leading to an accurate selt-evaluation. One
that comes to mind 1s that which took place on Pentecost, when
Peter preached to the people who gathered at the outpouring of
the Holy Spirit. Peter tirst told the people that they had been
privileged to witness a tulfillment of Joel's prophecy. He then
preached the Law very sharply to them, saying among other things:
"You have taken (Jesus of Nazareth) with lawless hands, have cru-
citied (Him) and put (Him) to death” (Acts 2:23).

Luke tells us that when the people heard Peter's condemna-
tion, "they were cut to the heart” and wondered what they should
do (Acts 2:37). Peter then told them to repent and to exhibit
thelr repentance by being baptized In the name of Jesus for the
remission of sins. Luke reports that 3,000 souls "gladly recelv-
ed his word"” (v. 41) and were baptized. In other words, there
was real joy--a positive self-image, to put it in terms we have
been using--when there was first an Inner renewal.

It is important that we stress the need for Inner renewal
as the basls of a biblical self-image, because we can easily be
deceived in this matter. Many times we will confuse an outer
conformity with a good self-ilmage. Recall the words of Dobson,
"The 'Law of Reinforcement' is magnificent because it works!"

We, llke Dobson, can easily mistake an outwardly conforming life
with a good self-image, but they are not necessarily the same
thing. The students entrusted to us will respond to positive and
negative reinforcement. You and 1 also keep our speedometer
right at 55 when there ls a highway patrol car In our rear-view
mirror! But golng 55 In those circumstances does not necessarily
mean that we are conforming to God's wlll and may therefore feel
good about ourselves. In the same way, children may do what 1s
expected of them only to avold some negative reinforcement. In
such cases the method may "work,” but it will not lead child-

ren to a proper self-image, seelng themselves as God sees them.

Guideline #4: The fourth guldeline we would glve tor developing

a biblical self-ilmage in a child Is that any Image
the child has of himself must be related to God's plan for his
lite.

One of the themes that Paul strikes agaln and again in his
eplstles is that we do not belong to ourselves and have only our-
selves to whom we must answer. For example, in I Corinthians the

apostle says: "You are not your own. For you were bought at a

price” (I Cor. 6:18,20). The picture Paul is using bhere and In

the next chapter Is that of a slave who had been purchased by
someone. That slave did not belong to himself. He literally
belonged to his master. He was considered part of the master's
chattel. In the same way, according to Paul, you and I have been
"bought at a price,” the price being nothing less than the suf-
fering and death of Jesus. We, therefore, do not belong to our-
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selves. We truly belong to God, even more than a slave in
Paul's day belonged to his master.

Since we now belong to God, everything we do should be to
His glory. Paul says just that as he continues in the passage In
I Corinthians 8: "Therefore glority God in your body and in your
spirit, which are God's" (v. 20). The things we do (our body)
and even the things we think (our spirit) are now to give glory
to God. Paul pushes this point to what some might term "the ex-
treme,” for he says, "Whether you eat or drink or whatever you
do, do all to the glory of God” (I Cor. 10:31).

It we want to develop a proper self-image In our students,
we wlill direct them to seek God's plan for thelr lives and to
glority Him by carrying out that plan.

One of the besetting problems for people who have what lis
termed "low selt-esteem” is that they use a wrong standard for
Judging themselves and thelr worth or value. Paul touches on
this in Romans 12 when he says, "Do not be conformed to this
world" (v. 2). Our selt-esteem should not depend on how well
we conform to this world or measure up to the standard the world
sets. Rather, the apostle says that we who have been transform-
ed by the renewing of our minds should seek to "prove what is
that good and acceptable and perfect will of God™ (v. 2).

Paul 13 not only exhorting the Romans to lead sanctifled
lives, although that certalnly 1s part of hls purpose here. He
18 really interested In having them present their "bodies™ (that
is, thelr whole lives), as "living sacritices To God" (v. 1))

Thelr focus 13 to be on God and what He wants of them in thelr

dally lives.

Finding our Joy and satistaction in doing what God wants of
us i3 far more reassuring than seeking self-esteem In an ever-
changing standard that soclety sets up. For many young people
self-esteem 1s dependent on a wrong standard for evaluating
worth. Among teenagers, for example, beauty, intelligence, ath-
letic abllity and affluence are the factors that determine thelr
sense of personal worth. The problem with such standards, how-
ever, is really two-fold. For one thing, they are, at bottonm,
the essence of the humanist's fixation with himself. "I'm not
pretty enough!” the young girl wails. "He scored more touch-
downs than I did,” the football player moans dejectedly. The
focus 1s always on "me,” and the question is ever, "How do 1
compare?” In addition, that is an ever-changing standard, which
can never reaily satisfy. There will always be someone else who
can swell the tape measure another Inch or who can throw a foot-
ball another ten yards.

If we would develop a biblical self-image In our students,
we will want to follow Paul's "more excellent way" (I Cor. 12:
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31). We will direct our students to seek God's plan for thelr
lives and to use the talents He has glven them to glority Him
and to edify thelr tellow bellevers. And when students do that,
they will experience the blessed paradox that Jesus describes
when He says: "Whoever loses his lite for My sake will tind {t”"
(Matt. 18:23). They will, In short, know the Joy of offering
themselves as a living sacriftice to God.

CONCLUSION

There is much more that we could say about the subject of
self-esteem. For example, we have only begun to scratch the
surface when It comes to offering biblical guldellnes. It would
be most Instructive to conslder the different ways in which Paul
admonlshes and encourages varlous congregatlons in his epistles.
It would also be worthwhile to study the different approaches
Paul uses to speak about himself and others, both positively and
negatively. In addition, there are a number of Interesting "case
studles” that show us people moving toward a proper self-image.
Psalm 131 and Romans 7 and 8 come to mind Immediately. The penl-
tentlal psalms also would offer fertile soll for this toplc.

I would encourage you to continue studyling this important
toplc--one that wlll only grow more lmportant, It seems, with the
passing years. And I pray that God would lead all of us to
understand anew that our goal ls to lead children to a biblical
self-image and to see themselves as God sees them, both In His
plan of salvation and In His plan of service.



