
In our gospel reading Jesus is being challenged by the legal types of his day. He tells them that 
faith is first and foremost about love. It is a wonderful message, it is a radical message and it is a 
life changing message.   And while the command to love God with everything that we have seems 
straightforward enough – if a little daunting – the command to love our neighbour as ourselves is 
one that I think we struggle with.  What on earth does that look like? 
 
IN order to fulfil that part of the command we have to love yourself first. Of course it is a well-
known platitude to say that you need to love yourself before you can love anyone else, and that 
can be a ready justification for selfishness. Yet there is also an important truth in that. It is unlikely 
that you will be any good at loving anyone else if you are not at peace with yourself. The incidence 
of self-loathing appears to be on the increase in our culture. Such an extreme form of poor self-
esteem can lead to harmful patterns of behaviour and bad relationships. Undoubtedly some of the 
blame can be aimed at the images of unrealistic perfection which bombard us through social 
media - perfection that we will never attain. But there has to be more to it than that. 
 
Surely if we dislike who we are, if we feel a need to pretend we are someone else, if we are driven 
by a need to cover up our inadequacy or to prove ourselves worthy of positive attention, we are 
not going to be in a good place to start loving our neighbour, or indeed to love the God who 
designed and made us as we are.  
 
There are two ways in which we might fail to follow this great commandment. 
One is that we never love ourselves and are therefore ill equipped for the task.  
The other is that we do love ourselves, but never get beyond that. 
 
Our self-centred, narcissistic culture convinces us that we are special and deserve the best; that 
we ought to treat ourselves and indulge ourselves and give ourselves our every desire. But I don’t 
think that is what a healthy love of self looks like. It is not about indulgence but it is about 
acceptance. It is what gives us the courage and the strength to accept out weaknesses and our 
failures as well as our good points and our strengths.  
 
It is what allows us to strive and seek and search for that which will make us complete and that 
which will bring us peace. It is in that sense that we need to love ourselves “first” to have that as 
the starting point and the motivation for learning to love our neighbour and for learning to love 
God. 
 
But how do I know if I love God? And if I do love God, do I love him enough, is it really with all my 
heart and all my soul and all my mind? I think it is easier if you have a small understanding of God, 
as a kind man in the sky who looks down upon us with affection and good intentions. You can love 
a God like that, at least until life starts to go wrong. But when our understanding of God grows, 
when we see God as the force of life which makes all things possible or even as the source of the 
force, the timeless presence in the vast expanding universe, the mysterious presence in Christ 
suffering and giving himself for all that has gone wrong in humanity; wonder and admiration are 
certainly evoked, but love can sound like a strange word to use. 
 
Perhaps that’s why it might not be the best place to start. We read in 1 John that those who say, “I 
love God,” and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister 
whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen. 
“Love yourself first”, but don’t get trapped there, or you will live a very small life. “Love yourself 
first” but always remember that the greater thing is to love your neighbour, who is going to have 
just as many faults and irritating ways as yourself, but who is just as precious and priceless, 
designed by the same creator. Love your neighbour, and remember that by doing so you are on 
your way to loving God, which is the real goal, the highest calling, the ultimate meaning, the fullest 
experience, the greatest commandment. Always remembering that we can only love at all because 
God first loves us. 


