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Pride among the Deadly Sins 

 

Genesis 3:1-7 

Romans 12:1-3 

 

 Although the Bible has a good deal to say about pride, it is St. Augustine and not St. Paul who 

first identifies pride as the fundamental sin from which all other sins flow.  Augustine's argument rests 

on the dual premise that human beings are defined by what they love and that what human beings love 

determines what they do.  People who love tennis spend hours on the tennis court; people who love 

microbiology spend hours in the lab; people who love numbers become financial analysts or 

accountants.  While men and women are often entangled in a web of duties they did not choose and from 

which they cannot escape, they nevertheless manage to demonstrate what they love in their free time.  

The barber heads for the fishing pier; the housewife to the tae kwan do lesson; the teenager to the 

shopping mall.  We do what we do because we love it and we are what we are because of what we love.  

"Fellows of colleges," observed C.S. Lewis in his novel, That Hideous Strength, "do not always find 

money matters easy to understand; if they did, they would probably not have been the sort of men who 

became Fellows of colleges."   

I 

 It is at this point that Augustine draws a distinction between two kinds of loving: a love of use 

and a love of enjoyment.  The two loves correspond to our distinction between means and ends.  If we 

love something with a love of enjoyment, we love it for itself alone and not as the means toward 

anything else; if we love something with a love of use, we love it not for itself alone but as a means 

toward loving something still greater than itself.  From Augustine's perspective only God deserves to be 
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loved with a love of enjoyment; only God should be loved for himself alone and not as a means to any 

other end.   

 Created things are also deserving of love, though not as ends in themselves.  The world and all 

the creatures in it can be loved as God's creation, but not as God.  As God's creation, the world directs 

our attention and our love back to the God who made it.  "The heavens declare the glory of God," says 

the Psalmist.  But the heavens are not God and have no aspirations to usurp what belongs to God alone.  

Render to God the unique love of enjoyment that belongs to God alone and to the world the lesser love 

of use that rightfully belongs to it.  There is room enough in the human heart for both kinds of loves. 

 The will is moved to action by what it loves.  Yet the human will is a complicated faculty with at 

least two levels.  In what we may call the deep will (what Augustine calls voluntas) we find that the 

fundamental direction and posture of the will has already been set by what the soul loves.  In this sense 

we may speak of the deep will as predetermined by what it loves.  On a far more superficial level (what 

Augustine calls velleitas) we find that in its actual choosing and deciding the human will retains its 

psychological freedom and spontaneity.  Never in any choice I make do I sense that my freedom to 

choose has been compromised, though in fact my choices have, in a very real sense, been predetermined 

by the capture of my deep will by what I love. 

 Augustine's point is easy enough to illustrate.  If I do not love okra (a vegetable about which it is 

impossible to be neutral), I will not choose it when I pass through a cafeteria line.  If I love it, I will 

gladly eat it.  In both cases, I experience my choosing as a free and spontaneous action; in each case, 

however, my choosing has been formed and molded by what I love.  I act as my will is inclined and the 

power that inclines my will is love.  In greater matters as in lesser, we do what we love. 

 The human predicament, as Augustine sees it, is that our loves have become disordered.  In order 

to explain this predicament, Augustine retold and interpreted the story of Adam and Eve from the book 
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of Genesis.  Adam and Eve were creatures made in the image of God.  They were not satisfied, however, 

to be in God's image, but wanted to be like God, knowing good and evil.  This primal rebellion against 

God was motivated by pride, by a love of self that placed self before God and was heedless of all 

consequences.  The painful consequence of their disobedience was not merely that it brought disaster 

about their ears (a catastrophe like a landslide in the Alps, horrible but limited and remote).  The 

consequence of their rebellion was that it brought ruin to everyone else as well.  In some mysterious way 

(and Augustine is not satisfied with any explanation of what happened, including his own) their 

disordered love disordered the loves of all their progeny.  Since the primal Fall all human beings have 

been born with disordered affections.  They come into the world loving the world as though it were God 

and God only as a sanction for what they love most in the world.   

 Augustine calls such disordered love amor sui, self-love, or pride, by which he means not 

appropriate self-esteem, but the love of self and its world as the center and source of all meaning.  Not 

surprisingly, people in the grip of disordered love act in accordance with what they love and the disorder 

of their loves is reflected in the disorder of their lives.  We do what we love and disordered love 

disorders what we do. 

 Several years ago I listened to two colleagues in the university trying to impress each other over 

lunch with enthusiastic accounts of their recent achievements.  Each waited impatiently for the other to 

finish like weary golfers on the eighteenth green.  Neither had any real interest in the resume narrated by 

his or (in this case) her colleague.  The only purpose of the conversation was to underline in the minds of 

all present the virtues of the speaker.  I memorialized this spontaneous outburst of self-congratulation in 

a little verse called "Love among the Intellectuals": 

Hi diddle dee dee! 

Three cheers for wonderful me! 

I've heard it alleged 
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And it may be true 

There's something nice 

To be said for you 

Since you're reasonably good 

At whatever you do. 

Still you've seized your own trumpet 

And already blew 

The deafening praises  

Of wonderful you. 

Now that that's over 

(Thank heavens you're through!) 

We'll finish the job 

That we've come here to do 

And tell all the people 

Who haven't a clue 

That better, far better 

Than wonderful you 

Is the person whose left foot 

Is in my left shoe! 

Hi diddle dee dee! 

Three cheers for wonderful me! 

 

 Sin is not a simple matter of doing things we ought not to have done or of omitting things we 

ought to have done.  Sin is never reducible to a series of discrete acts.  The fundamental character of sin 

is an inversion of our loyalties and a confusion of our affections, so that we love what we ought not to 

have loved and we fail to love what we ought unfailingly to have loved.  The problem is not at the level 

of act but at the level of our deepest willing and desiring. 

 How pervasive and cunning this disordered affection is, can be illustrated by the story of the 

Sunday School teacher, who told her class the parable of the Publican and the Pharisee.  The Publican, of 

course, was a tax collector and political collaborator who had amassed a large fortune through fraud and 

extortion.  The Pharisee was an honest man who had devoted himself to a life of prayer and obedience to 

the precepts of the Torah.  The Publican stood in the Temple and cried, "God be merciful to me a 

sinner!."  The Pharisee looked at the Publican with distaste and prayed, "God, I thank you I am not like 

the Publican standing over there."  The Gospels indicate that Jesus approved of the Publican for his 



5 

 

repentance and disapproved of the Pharisee for his self-righteousness.  "Now class," said the Sunday 

School teacher, "let's close our eyes and bow our heads and thank God that we are not as insensitive and 

hypocritical as that Pharisee."  And you and I cannot hear this story without thinking, "Thank God that I 

am not as foolish as that Sunday School teacher."   

 The bad news, from Augustine's perspective, is that I cannot order the disordered affections of 

my soul through therapy or a fundamental change of philosophical outlook.  The disorder is too deep to 

be reached by even the most eloquent moral arguments.  No Stoic regimen, no iron discipline, will re-

order my disordered loves or realign my fundamental loyalties.  Only an infusion of the love of God can 

heal my disordered loves and reorient my confused affections.  Only a divinely-given humility can 

overcome the pride that alienates me from God, from my neighbor, and my own true self.  The remedy 

for the deadly sin of pride is the gracious gift of rightly ordered love. 

II   

 There are two objections to this Augustinian analysis of the human predicament.  The first 

objection is the feminist objection.  Gloria Steinem and others have argued persuasively that Augustine's 

analysis may describe the universal male predicament (women, after all, can trade war stories about male 

vanity and the insatiable hunger for praise of the brittle male ego that would startle even St. Augustine) 

but it does not adequately describe the predicament of women.  The original sin for women is not pride 

but low self-esteem.  Women, as a general rule, do not think of themselves more highly than they ought 

to think.  On the whole, they tend to underestimate their worth. 

 The point is well made and should be taken seriously.  Low self-esteem is hard to understand as 

pride.  On the other hand, it may be somewhat easier to understand as another form of disordered love, 

another failure to think about oneself "with sober judgment."  Low self-esteem like pride is a sign of the 

self's disordering through sin and its need of salvation through Christ.  Self-hate like inordinate self-love 
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can only be overcome through grace.  Perfect love, said St. John, drives out fear.  It also drives out 

misperceptions of the self.  Or to quote the Magnificat, "God has brought down the powerful from their 

thrones and lifted up the lowly."  The polar opposite of pride is not low self-esteem but humility, the 

rightly ordered self-love appropriate to both men and women. 

 The second objection to the Augustinian analysis is the Lutheran objection.  Luther thought that 

pride was a secondary sin and that there was something even more fundamental: namely, unbelief.  "Did 

God say," asks the serpent of Eve, with the implication that he did not, "'you shall not eat from any tree 

in the garden?'"  Of course God did, but the seeds of mistrust and doubt were sown.  For Luther the 

fundamental sin is not that our loves are disordered (though he concedes that they are) but that our trust 

is misdirected.  The question is not what do you love but whom do you trust?  Original sin is to trust 

what is not God as though it were God.  Or to put that differently, the fundamental human sin is idolatry. 

 By idolatry Luther does not mean anything so crass as the erection of a shrine with a three-

dimensional representation of a deity.  Idolatry is the worship of something that claims to be God but is 

not.  An idol may be something quite ordinary like love of family or of country, something good and 

proper in its place; or it may be something quite off-center like a belief in the superiority of one's own 

race.  What makes an idol an idol is not what it is in itself, but what we make of it.  Whatever we give 

our ultimate trust and allegiance to, that is our God.  The problem with the modern university from 

Luther's perspective is not that it has embraced atheism but rather the opposite; that it is crammed to the 

gunnels with idols in the form of ideologies, illusions, and post-modern perspectives, all claiming to 

offer the last word on reality and offering nothing of the sort.  In the final analysis only the true God can 

be God.  Only the true God has the resources to sustain us when all else fails.  Nothing can be God but 

God and the only question that matters is whether we have put our trust in this God or in some puny 

substitute.   
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III 

 Perhaps the distance from Augustine to Luther is not very far, after all.  The question whether we 

have loved God as God and the world as God's creation is not the same as the question whether we have 

trusted God as God and treated the world as nothing more than God's creation; but they are not mutually 

exclusive either.  What Augustine analyzed under the rubric of love, Luther analyzed under the rubric of 

faith.  Salvation is both a reordering of our loves and a redirecting of our faith.  Pride, low self-esteem, 

and idolatry are all different faces of a common enemy. 

 The gospel is not primarily about human sin, though human sin from the implacable and icy 

malice of the thoroughly wicked to the thoughtless and petty selfishnesses of the ordinary family is what 

Christ came to redeem.  The gospel is not about disordered human love but about the ordered love of 

God that reorders our disordered affections.  The Church is not called to witness to the world's disorder, 

but to the love of God that dispels our chaos.  The gospel, to use the words of the old hymn, is not bad 

news about sin but good news about the "grace that is greater than all our sin." 

 Therefore the final word of this sermon cannot be a warning against pride, low self-esteem, and 

idolatry, though they are deadly sins and you are well-advised to beware of them.  The final word of this 

sermon must be the word of the gospel itself, that God has the power to do for you what you cannot do 

for yourself, to reorder your loves, your love of parents, wife, husband, children, friends, rivals, and even 

of yourself, so that you love the world with the love that rightly belongs to it and God with the love that 

belongs to God alone.  God made you to love God as God and the world as God's good creation.  There 

is plenty of room in the redeemed human heart for both kinds of loving. 

 


