
  Sermon VIII- Jonathan Edwards
 “The Spirit of Charity the Opposite of a Selfish Spirit”

 1 Cor. 13: 5b
 “Charity…seeketh not her own [KJ]    “Love ..is not self-seeking...” [NIV]

DOCTRINE: “That The Spirit of Charity, Or Christian Love, Is The Opposite Of A 
Selfish Spirit”.

“The ruin that the fall brought upon the soul of man consists very much in his losing the nobler and 
more benevolent principles of his nature, and falling wholly under the power and government of self-
love.  Before, and as God created him he was exalted, and noble, and generous; but now he is debased, 
and ignoble, and selfish.”  Edwards,  p. 157

How is a spirit of selfishness evident in our culture?

How do we not give in to a spirit of self-seeking?

“Sin, like some powerful astringent, contracted his soul to the very small dimensions of selfishness; and 
God was forsaken, and man retired within himself, and became totally governed by narrow and selfish 
principles and feelings.  Self-love became absolute master of his soul, and the more noble and spiritual 
principles of his being took wings and flew away.  But God, in mercy to miserable man, entered on the 
work of redemption, and, by the glorious gospel of his Son, began the work of bringing the soul of man 
out its confinement and contractedness, and back again to those noble and divine principles by which it 
was animated and governed at first.  And it is through the cross of Christ that he is doing this; for our 
union with Christ gives us participation in his nature.”  Edwards, p. 157

Is all self-love sinful?

1. The spirit of Christian love is not contrary to all self-love
“That a man should love his own happiness, is as necessary to his nature as the faculty of the 
will  is and it is impossible that such a love should be destroyed in any other way than by 
destroying his being…that to love ourselves is not unlawful, is evident also from the fact, that 
the law of God makes self-love a rule and measure by which our love to others should be 
regulated.  Thus Christ commands (Matthew 19:19), “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as 
thyself,” which certainly supposes that we may, and must, love ourselves.”  pp. 159-160

2. The selfishness which is contrary to Christian love is only 
an inordinate self-love

a.  The inordinateness of self-love does not consist in our love 
of our own happiness being, absolutely considered, too 
great in degree

“…self-love…is not a result of the fall, but is necessary, and what belongs to the nature of all 
intelligent beings, and that God has made it alike in all; and that saints, and sinners, and all 
alike, love happiness, and have the same unalterable and instinctive inclination to desire and 
seek it.  The change that takes place in a man, when he is converted and sanctified, is not that 



his love for happiness is diminished, but only that it is regulated with respect to its exercises 
and influence, and the courses and objects it leads to.”  p. 161

b. The inordinateness of self-love…lies in two things
- In its being too great comparatively

“Before the fall, man loved himself, or his own happiness, as much as after the fall; 
but then, a superior principle of divine love had the throne, and was of such 
strength, that it wholly regulated and directed self-love.  But since the fall, the 
principle of divine love has lost its strength, or rather is dead; so that self-love, 
continuing in its former strength, and having no superior principle to regulate it, 
becomes inordinate in its influence, and governs where it should be subject and 
only a servant.  Self-love, then, may become inordinate in its influence by being 
comparatively too great, either by love to God and to fellow-creatures being too 
small, as it is in the saints, who in this world have great remaining corruption, or 
by its being none at all, as is the case with those who have no divine love in their 
hearts.”  p. 163

- In placing our happiness in that which is confined to self
“In this case, the error is not so much in the degree of his love to himself as it is in the 

channel which it flows” p. 164
Phil. 2:21
2 Tim. 3:1-5 (note v. 2)

 “A man may love himself as much as one can, and may be, in the exercise of a high 
degree of love to his own happiness, ceaselessly longing for it, and yet he may so 
place that happiness, that, in the very act of seeking it, he may be in the high 
exercise of love to God; as, for example, when the happiness that he longs for, is 
to enjoy God, or to behold his glory, or to hold communion with him…And so 
persons may place their happiness considerably in the good of others – their 
neighbours for instance-and, desiring the happiness that consists in seeking their 
good, they may, in seeking it, love themselves and their own happiness.  And yet, 
this is not selfishness, because it is not a confined self-love; but the individual’s 
self-love flows out in such a channel as to take in others with himself.  The self 
that he loves is, as it were, enlarged and multiplied, so that, in the very acts in 
which he loves himself, he loves others also.  And this is the Christian spirit, the 
excellent and noble spirit of the gospel of Jesus Christ.”  pp. 165-166

In this context, what does a healthy self-love look like?

3. The spirit of charity is contrary to a spirit of selfishness
a. It leads those who possess it to seek not only their own, 

things, but the things of others
- Seeks to please and glorify God

Rom. 12:2
Eph. 6:6
1 Cor. 10:31

- Seeks the good of their fellow-creatures
Phil. 2:4



1 Cor. 10:24
1 Cor. 10:33
Rom. 15:2

“We ought to seek the spiritual good of others; and if we have a Christian spirit, we 
shall desire and seek their spiritual welfare and happiness, their salvation from 
hell, and that they may glorify and enjoy God forever.” p. 167

- Is a sympathizing and merciful spirit
Col. 3:12
James 3:17
Psalms: 37:26

- Is a liberal spirit
Heb. 13:16
Gal. 6:10

- Disposes a person to be public-spirited
Jer. 29:7
Luke 7:5
Rom. 9:1-3

b. It disposes us, in many cases, to forego and part with our 
own things, for the sake of others

Acts 21:13
1 John 3:16

4. The spirit of love
a.  The nature of love in general

“Selfishness is a principle that contracts the heart, and confines it to self, while love 
enlarges it, and extends it to others.  By love, a man’s self is so extended and 
enlarged, that others so far as they are beloved, do, as it were, become parts of 
himself, so that wherein their interest is promoted, and wherein theirs is injured, 
his also is injured.”  p. 172

b. The peculiar nature of Christian or divine love
“…there are many ways in which self-love is the source of that love and friendship 

that often arises between natural men.  Most of the love that there is in the world 
arises from this principle, and therefore it does not go beyond nature…But divine 
love…is something above self-love, as it is something supernatural…The latter is 
something of a higher and nobler kind than any plant that grows naturally in such 
a soil as the heart of man.  It is a plant transplanted into the soul out of the 
garden of heaven, by the holy and blessed Spirit of God, and so has its life in God, 
and not in self…But divine love has its spring where its root is – in Jesus Christ; 
and so it is not of this world…and as it does not spring out of self, so neither does 
it tend to self.  It delights in the honour and glory of God, for his own sake, and 
not merely for the sake of self; and it seeks and delights in the good of men, for 
their sake, and for God’s sake…It goes out even to enemies; and that it is its 
nature and tendency to go out to the unthankful and evil, and to those that injure 
and hate us…” P. 173-175

c. The nature of love to God
Mark 12:30



“For if self be devoted wholly to God, then there is something, above self, that 
overcomes it; something superior to self, that takes self, and makes an offering of 
it to God.”  p. 176

d. The nature of this love to man
- Requirement that we love our neighbors as ourselves

Lev. 19:18
Matt. 22:39

- A new commandment to love as Christ has loved us
John 13:34
John 15:12

“It is the same commandment, as to the substance of it, that was given of old, but with 
new light shining upon it from the love of Jesus Christ…” p. 178

•Christ set his love on those that were his enemies (Rom. 5:8, 10)
•Such was Christ’s love to us, that he was pleased, in some respects, to look on us as 

himself.  (Matt. 25:40)
•Such was the love of Christ to us, that he did, as it were, spend himself for our sakes
•Christ thus loved us, without any expectations of ever being requited by us for his 

love.
Application

1. You are not your own
“As you have not made yourself,  so you were not made for yourself.  You are neither the 

author nor the end of your own being…There is another that hath made you, and 
preserves you, and provides for you, and on whom you are dependent; and He hath made 
you for himself, and for the good of your fellow-creatures, and not only for yourself.  He 
has placed before you higher and nobler ends than self, even the welfare of your fellow-
men, and of society, and the interests of his kingdom; and for these you ought to labour 
and live, not only in time, but for eternity” p. 181

1 Cor. 6:29, 20
1 Pet. 1:19

2. By your profession as a Christian, you are united to Christ and to your fellow 
Christians

Rom 12:5
1 Cor. 12:13

3. In seeking the glory of God and the good of your fellow-creatures, you take the surest  
way to have God seek your interests and promote your welfare.

“But if you place your happiness in God, in glorifying him, and in serving him by doing 
good, - in this way, above all others, will you promote your wealth, and honour, and 
pleasure here below, and obtain hereafter a crown of unfading glory, and pleasures for 
evermore at God’s right hand.” p. 184

“Let these things, then, incline us all to be less selfish than we are, and to seek more of the 
contrary most excellent spirit”

How do we then come alongside one another in seeking to be less selfish and seek a 
spirit of love?


