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I.  Biblical References   
 

Col 3:12-15 

Since God chose you to be the holy people whom he loves, you must clothe 

yourselves with tenderhearted mercy, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience.   

You must make allowance for each other's faults and forgive the person who offends 

you. Remember, the Lord forgave you, so you must forgive others.  And the most 

important piece of clothing you must wear is love. Love is what binds us all together 

in perfect harmony.  And let the peace that comes from Christ rule in your hearts. 

For as members of one body you are all called to live in peace. And always be 

thankful.  (NLT) 

 

Phil 4:8 

Fix your thoughts on what is true and honorable and right. Think about things that 

are pure and lovely and admirable. Think about things that are excellent and 

worthy of praise.  (NLT) 

 

 

II.  Introduction:  The Basis Of Self-Esteem 
 

It’s almost impossible these days to be involved in any aspect of work in the field of 

psychology, without encountering the topic of self-esteem.  It’s reasonable to say that a 

large part of the field of psych is aimed toward the self-esteem issue.  Yet it’s not 

uncommon in today’s religious world to hear pastors and religious teachers speak 

disparagingly about self-esteem.  Some of these religious types are quick to point out that 

self-esteem is a humanistic construction, and within God’s evaluation of humans the 

primary criteria for any sense of personal value has to do with one’s relationship with 

God.  Some religious folks add the epithet, “And to heck with psychology.”   

 

This chapter is written to address the issue of enhancing the self-esteem of those we love 

~ our family members.  Insights will be presented from the fields of both psychology and 

faith.  There is no formula which if used will instantly build self-esteem in anyone.  Self-

esteem is something that is built slowly.  It is much more a product of family systems in 
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which respect and love are part of each relationship, than it is a product of psychological 

techniques aimed at generating self-esteem.   

 

What exactly is self-esteem, and from where does it come?  Simply defined, self-esteem 

is the opinion we carry regarding our personal value or sense of worth.  A person who is 

comfortable with who they are, and believes they are well-accepted by others, is more 

prone to measure higher levels of self esteem than a person who is not comfortable with 

who they are and believes that others do not carry a very high opinion of them.   

 

The dominant stage when one’s self-esteem is formed is during early- to mid-childhood.  

The primary source of self-esteem is one’s primary care-givers ~ usually mom and dad.   

During the years from birth through perhaps ten, there is generally nobody more 

influential in a person’s life than one’s parents.  And it is their opinion that is usually the 

primary source of a child’s sense of self worth.   

 

If the child’s parents encourage and support the child, establish reasonable boundaries, 

form realistic objectives, provide a positive climate within which the child can thrive, and 

then praise the child for his/her successes, that child is likely to develop a secure sense of 

his/her value.  By contrast, if mom and dad are harsh, critical, emotionally removed, etc., 

a child’s sense of self is likely to be damaged.   

 

There are too many things to list that can harm a child’s sense of self-respect and worth.   

However, in order to give the reader a feel for the issues, here are a few examples: 

 Parents harshly critical or demanding 

 Parents raising the performance bar well beyond the child’s ability to reach 

 Parents cruel in their punishment 

 Parents absent from the child’s life 

o A father that travels five days a week every week of almost every month 

o A mother whose career takes her away from the family 

o A parent suffering from mental illness and therefore unable to parent 

o Death of a parent 

o Divorce of parents 

o Parent who is very emotionally distant, even if physically present 

 Parental alcoholism or other substance abuse  

 Body image issues 

o A child who believes they’re too tall, short, fat, skinny, etc. 

o Physical deformities or unusual limitations 

 Abuse of any kind (mental, physical, sexual) 

 A child’s perceived inadequacies in  academics, sports, or social ability  

 “Sibling-inferiority,” as when an older brother or sister excels and is highly 

valued at the expense of the younger child’s significance or value 

 

Actually, the list is endless, and virtually nobody gets through childhood with zero  

emotional scars.  Yet oddly, even the most disadvantaged child can come through terribly 

difficult times feeling very good about himself/herself.  Helen Keller did it.  Conversely, 
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even the most blessed, advantaged, gifted child can come through childhood feeling 

terrible about himself/herself.  This is because much of the child’s sense of self comes 

through the child’s assessment of the parents’ assessment.  That may sound redundant.  It 

is how the child feels about, and believes about, the parents’ assessment that counts.  

Parents may believe they’re being positive and encouraging, but if a child experiences the 

parents as being critical, withdrawn, harsh (etc.), that is how the child will measure 

his/her worth in the parents’ eyes.  

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

What was your parents’ relationship with one another like during your early years of life.  

What was the home atmosphere like during your first ten years of life?  What impact 

would you guess that atmosphere had upon your budding sense of self-esteem? 

 

The first major step away from home is usually kindergarten followed by grade school.  

And there is hardly anything as overt and potentially malicious as the tongue of a child.  

In one case a second grade girl who had eaten too many apples one day and passed a little 

gas, earned the unenviable nick-name of “Smeller.”  Her given name was Gail, but by 

third grade the only person who seemed to call her Gail was the teacher.  Everyone else 

knew her as “Smeller.”  Kids can be merciless, and even something as innocuous as grade 

school peers’ comments can have a substantive impact upon a child’s self-esteem.   

 

As we go through adolescence, we reconfirm the self-opinion we bring from our 

childhood.  In some cases self-opinion is improved; in other cases is it worsened.  Hardly 

anyone gets through adolescence without a few emotional wounds.  One of the clearest 

ways to assess children’s self-esteem during adolescence is to observe the kind of people 

with whom they surround themselves.  There is truth to the old adage, “Birds of a feather 

flock together.”  Kids with low self-esteem, invariably find one another.   

 

We then enter adulthood, where the kinds of relationships we establish again tend to 

confirm a pattern that reflects our self-esteem.  The attachments we make to spouses and 

adult friends are colored by how we see ourselves and how we feel about what we see.  

Our self-esteem even affects the careers we choose and the career and lifetime goals we 

set for ourselves. 

 

Closing the loop, we then pass our self-esteem along to our children.  We tend to treat 

them as we were treated, because the way in which we were treated as children helped 

define “normal” in our lives.  Even if we didn’t like the way in which we were treated, we 

tend to duplicate our parents’ styles because that’s what we understand.  And the cycle is 

re-born. 

 

This chapter is written primarily for parents or those who will one day become parents.  

Yet what we’re going to teach in this chapter has application in virtually every 

relationship, whether parent/child, spouse/spouse, employer/employee, or any other.  The 

major issue within this chapter is, “How does a person contribute to the self-esteem of 
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another?”  This is an especially impoirtant topic when it comes to the lives of those we 

love.  To answer this question four biblical texts will be studied.  Woven into these texts 

will be thoughts from the field of human dynamics. 

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

Can you identify any themes or stories from your life, that demonstrate your childhood 

self-esteem as it became acted out in adult relationships?  Have some fun with this ~ go 

on a tour of your memories and see if you can make some connections between how you 

felt about yourself “way back when…,” and how you feel about yourself now. 

   

III.  Four Thoughts About Building Self-Esteem In Others 
 

It would be so good if there were some add-water-and-stir formula that could help us 

build self-esteem in ourselves, and then pass it along to those we love.  The field of 

psychology offers many techniques aimed at helping one build self-esteem, e.g: 

establishing boundaries ~ improving one’s “self-talk” ~ setting attainable goals and 

celebratng when you reach them ~ creating a network of supportive, caring and affirming 

relationships ~ seeking therapeutic help in processing and offloading old wounds ~ 

reparenting one’s “inner child” if there are traumatic wounds.   

 

Each of these psychological techniques has some validity and can be of help.  However, 

the most effective manner of building one’s own self-esteem and the self-esteem of others 

around them, is through spiritual pathways.  As we follow the instructions in the 

“Owner’s Manual,” (i.e., the Bible) we begin to function in ways that improve the quality 

of our relationships, increase our sense of personal value, and affirm the worth of others.  

In this section we’ll study four specific spiritual instructions and how they affect the issue 

of self-esteem.  Each of the selected texts is relational in nature, offering insight into how 

to have positive, healthy, successful relationships and, in the long run build positive self-

esteem in those around us.  These texts are not presented as being “the definitive” texts in 

human dynamics.  Rather, they are presented to help the reader understand a little about 

building positive self-esteem through one’s spiritual life. 

 

A. Serve Others 

 

A fellow from the ancient city of Tarsis (now located in modern day Turkey) wrote nearly 

half the New Testament.  His name was Paul and he was actually used by God in a very 

big way to express the heart of God.  In one of his writings Paul said the following:  “Is 

there any encouragement from belonging to Christ? Any comfort from his love? Any 

fellowship together in the Spirit? Are your hearts tender and sympathetic?  Then make 

me truly happy by agreeing wholeheartedly with each other, loving one another, and 

working together with one heart and purpose.  Don't be selfish; don't live to make a 

good impression on others. Be humble, thinking of others as better than yourself.  

Don't think only about your own affairs, but be interested in others, too, and what they 

are doing”  (Phil 2:1-4 ~ NLT). 
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Therapists recognize that one’s having the ability to think and act from a position of 

strength is usually a positive thing: We’re more clear-headed ~ more confident in our 

decisions ~ we trust our feelings and cognitive thoughts.  However, it is sometimes when 

we feel most “powerful” that we act in ways that harm others.  We may not intend to 

damage anyone, but when we use power to build ourselves up, to impress others, to 

intimidate, control or to manipulate it is often the other person who pays for our power.  

A mother uses her power to vent her anger in a manner that frightens and intimidates her 

child.  A husband uses his economic power to get his way in the home.  An employer uses 

their power to force greater productivity from employees while at the same time reducing 

benefits.  A beautiful young woman uses the power of her beauty to influence the 

behavior of both men and women around her.   

 

At the spiritually opposite side of the coin from power we find something few people 

naturally seek to do: humility and serving others.   The greatest spiritual example of all 

time was Jesus Christ.  He taught and demonstrated the model of servanthood.  He 

became a human being.  He washed his disciples’ feet.  He taught them that their highest 

calling was that of serving others.  He placed his power in service to the deaf and lame, 

sick and weak.  He went as far in his serving others as to die a criminal’s death on behalf 

of sinful people.  When one uses their power in this manner, it never harms the self-

esteem of others.  To the contrary, it does much to build up the way they feel about 

themselves.   

 

The principle is simple to understand.  Here’s an example.  As you read it, consider your 

own emotional feelings.  How would you feel about yourself if the President of the 

United States, or the Pope, or an Olympic gold medal winner went out of their way to 

come and visit you in your home, and told the press that you were one of the coolest 

people they knew.  Of course it would feel good, because of what they represent to the 

world, and also because of their decision to honor you with their visit.  This is to say, 

when someone important uses their influence to honor us, it builds us up.  Let’s put this 

into an “axiom.”  It would read as follows:  When we use our power to serve others, 
we usually build their self-esteem. 
 

Now let’s look at the other side of the coin.  When Satan tempted Adam and Eve it was 

through the use of power.  He whispered, “You will be like God….  You will know the 

difference between good and evil….  God doesn’t want you to be as powerful as He 

is….  God is ripping you off by with-holding the power of knowledge….”  Here’s 

another  axiom to ponder:  When we selfishly use power, we frequently damage 
others’ self-esteem.   
 

The picture painted by St. Paul in the text quoted above is that of people putting aside 

their right to personal power, and working at serving others.  To appreciate the depth of 

this text, consider the self-esteem of a family system in which a dad rules with an iron rod 

because he is “the man of the house,” he makes all the money, and he is physically 

stronger than everyone else.  Now consider a family system in which a dad uses his power 
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to serve and encourage his wife and children.  Which family do you suspect may have 

better all-around self-esteem?  When we place our power in the service of others, we 

build their self worth. 

 

Serving others involves a spiritual dynamic.  In our natural selves we wish for others to 

serve us; but as we yield our lives to God, we learn that serving others pleases Him.  In 

the process of learning this, we also learn that serving others does more to build their self-

esteem than almost anything else we could do.  A further lesson we learn is that it is 

through our serving others, that our own stock rises as people respect and affirm us.  That 

is to say, in our serving others, our own self-esteem is enhanced! 

 

Before yielding ourselves to God, we generally tend to use power selfishly.  We naturally 

prefer being powerful over being weak.  We naturally seek to control rather than be 

controlled.  We naturally prefer getting our own way rather than allowing others to win.   

And the sources of power are numerous: Wealth, physical strength or beauty, a quick 

mind, social status, political advantage, corporate level, education level, success of almost 

any sort,  cultural heritage, race ~ all can be sources of power. 

 

By contrast, as we yield ourselves to God, we begin to truly learn the benefits of the 

things St. Paul was talking about in the text used above.  We begin to develop tender and 

sympathetic hearts.  We seek agreement with one another rather than power over one 

another.  We stop trying to make “big impressions” on others.  We begin to value 

humility as we place the good of the other person ahead of our own.  We think more 

about how our decisions will affect others.  Every one of these spiritual lessons helps 

build the self-esteem of those we love ~ and every one of them helps build our own self-

esteem as well. 

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

Identify one short story from your life about someone who served you well.  What did 

they do?  How did they do it?  What impact did this have on your life?  Did you model 

your own behavior after their example?  Do you today in any way, try to pass the same 

gift along to others?  How did that person’s serving you, impact your self-esteem? 

  

 

B. Process Your Emotions Without Harming Others 

 

Much of the field of psychology is built around helping people “process” old wounds and 

the affect or feelings they bring with them.  A girl whose father died when she was ten 

may re-experience profound feelings of loss and sadness whenever around adult males 

who are ill.  A boy who was frightened by a near-drowning experience in a swimming 

pool may grow into a man who becomes anxious when around large bodies of water.  Old 

wounds frequently control current attitude, perception and behavior.   
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Although there are probably hundreds of words that could be used to express feelings, 

there’s a little mantra that helps identify what may be the “big four.”  The mantra is a 

rhyme:  mad, sad, scared, glad.   

 

Much of the field of psychology focuses on processing old emotions.  Common 

therapeutic interventions include teaching people to go ahead and feel their emotions ~ 

vent their emotions ~ express their emotions openly ~ create boundaries ~ journal about 

their feelings ~ develop a sense of personal power.       

 

Scripture speaks as if it there is a choice involved in managing our emotions.  For 

example, the Apostle Paul says, “…get rid of anger….” (Col. 3:8).  So how does one 

“get rid” of an emotion.  Stuff it?  Deny it?  Compensate in other ways for feelings that 

cause us fear, sadness or anger? 

 

In this chapter dealing with building self-esteem in those we love, part of the lesson to 

learn involves how to process our big emotions without damaging anyone else at the 

same time.  Generally speaking, it’s pretty difficult to feel good about oneself when living 

in close proximity to someone carrying rage, or living in terror, or wretchedly sad.  Their 

feelings usually leak out, like acid leaking from a cracked battery ~ and it burns those 

nearby.   

 

As a rule of thumb, the bigger the emotion that one feels, the more likely it is tied to 

something very significant in one’s life.  For example, if a complete stranger walks past 

you in the street and says, “You look like a monkey,” you probably wouldn’t feel much 

emotion ~ you may smile and walk on ~ you may try to think of some clever retort.  But if 

your spouse came running to you, with tears streaming down his/her face and told you of 

the death of one of your children, you would be deeply emotionally affected. 

 

Now let’s go back to the monkey for a moment.  Let’s say that your dad always made fun 

of your body and frequently ridiculed you by saying you looked like a stupid monkey.  

Suddenly, that stranger’s silly comment carries a boatload of emotional baggage.  Your 

mind suddenly recalls the hurt, rejection, anger, sadness, and desire for revenge you 

developed in the 18 years before you left home.  You may respond by taking a swing at 

the poor bloke.  That attempted punch is an example of what’s called “emotional 

thinking.” 

 

Emotional thinking frequently is responsible for damaging the self-esteem of those we 

love.  It’s seen in the husband who is so competitive with his kids that he has to trounce 

them in every debate and in every competitive game.   It’s seen in the wife who is was so 

traumatized in a childhood molestation event that she now refuses to allow her daughter 

to go on dates.  When we see people doing something that appears to be “over the top” 

behavior, driven by emotion, yet the behavior is tied to seemingly innocuous causes, it’s 

likely there’s some level of “emotional thinking” going on. 
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So how can one learn to process their emotions in a manner that is not harmful, but 

actually helpful in the formation of self-esteem of those around them?  It’s actually not 

very hard.  Here are six thoughts in this regard.   

 

First, identify and express your feelings.  Name them.  “I’m feeling 

frustrated.”  “I’m sad.”  “I’m feeling ignored.”  “I’m scared.”  “I’m lonely.”  “I’m 

depressed.”  The first step in managing feelings, is identifying them ~ naming them.  This 

is a “Therapy 101” intervention used by virtually all therapists.  Feelings are actually 

God-given blessings, and as such they should be given respect.  Denying feelings is a bit 

like denying a tooth-ache.  One may say it doesn’t hurt, but it still hurts and as it hurts it 

controls attitude, perception and behavior ~ and it probably has some effect upon one’s 

immediate relationships at the moment, perhaps causing a person to be more impatient 

than they might be if they weren’t in such pain.  This means that beyond being just all 

right, it’s actually very helpful for a parent to say to a child, “I’m feeling frustrated and in 

a lot of pain right now, so be a little careful around me ~ I may bite your head off.”   

 

Second, scale your feelings.  It can be very helpful for you and those around 

you, if you can let them understand how strongly you are feeling an emotion.  Put your 

feelings onto a one-to-ten chart.  “I am very angry right now ~ on a scale of one-to-ten 

I’m at nine.”  “I am a little sad right now ~ about three or four.”  “I am lonely right now, 

about five or six.”  This process helps you understand the strength of your own emotions, 

and it helps those around you understand your emotional makeup when you use words.   

 

Emotions don’t usually just happen one at a time.  They usually bring cousins.  So if a 

person is feeling terribly frightened, they may also be feeling disempowered, confused 

and perhaps even angry.  Even the process of pausing to name and scale feelings, often 

provides the brain with cognitive activity which can help reduce the power of feelings 

and thereby promote clearer thinking. 

 

Third, pay attention to your feelings when they are small.  Feelings are most 

effectively expressed and processed when they are smallest.  This means that on a scale of 

one-to-ten, with one being the low end of the scale, we do best in processing our feelings 

when we catch them in the 1, 2 of 3 side of the scale.  When someone blows up it’s 

frequently because they ignored their feelings when they were small, and the feelings 

grew stronger and stronger until they reached a 9 or 10, and the person lost emotional 

control.   

 

Parents do best when they let their children know they’re at a level 2 or 3 in frustration 

regarding a child’s behavior.  Perhaps a second warning might be to say, “I’m now at a 6 

or 7 with this, and if you keep it up I’m going to get really angry.”  That helps everyone 

identify mom’s or dad’s emotional status.  And such information is not destructive to a 

child’s self-esteem. 

 

It’s far less effective for parents to keep their emotions to themselves and then blow up 

when the child does the behavior for the fourth of fifth time ~ all the while not knowing 
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the child’s behavior was bothering the parent.  Blowing up is damaging to a child’s self-

esteem.  In fact, research has found that a parent blowing up at anyone in the family, is 

often experienced as being directed at each member of the family, even if they weren’t 

the one in the angry parent’s sights at the moment.   

 

 Fourth, avoid attacking your child’s character.  If you’re frustrated with the 

third spilled glass of milk, talk about the spilled milk, but avoid saying things like, 

“You’re so irresponsible,” or “You’re always so clumsy.”  Children are very quick to 

adopt the roles in which that their parents “cast” them.  So even if you’re frustrated, deal 

with the spilled milk and see if you can think of ways to help your child avoid a fourth 

spill.   

 

Our choice regarding how we handle our emotions,  ultimately becomes both a maturity 

issue, and a character issue.  Emotionally healthy, mature people learn to talk through 

their feelings.  They start talking about the feelings when they first become aware they’re 

having the feelings ~ when the feelings are small.  This helps them avoid “acting out” 

their feelings.  It helps them talk through what’s going on in their feelings and thoughts, 

and this sort of “processing” is almost always helpful in building up self-esteem in others.  

It invites conversation and participation.  It’s mature and healthy. 

 

By contrast, acting out feelings (yelling, character assassination, slamming doors, 

pouting, withdrawing, etc.) is usually destructive to everyone’s self-esteem ~ including 

the one slamming the door.  Acting out feelings might look cool on TV when some movie 

hero loses self-control and shoots the bad guy.  But in real life, acting out feelings is 

usually harmful to those we love. 

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

Who was the most anger-filled person you experienced in your first 15 years of life?  

How did their anger affect you?  How did their anger impact your self-esteem? 

 

Is anger truly a choice? 

  

Fifth, live in the present.  Scripture gives us the magnificent tools of 

confession, repentance and forgiveness, not so that we can let guilty people off the hook, 

but so that we can have sanity and rid ourselves of the emotional load of carrying anger.  

There’s hardly anything as crazy-making for everyone in a family system, as one person 

carrying a load of unforgiven anger about things that happened in the past.  Unforgiven 

issues drag us into a past we can never change.  Forgiveness offered and received allows 

old emotions to be given a decent burial.   

 

Once issues are buried, leave them be.  There is little so hopeless as an argument in which 

one or both parties consistently reach back into the past for new mud to sling in the 

present.  Just as holding onto anger vs. forgiving and moving on is a choice, so also the 

decision to live either in the past or the present, is a choice. 
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In Colossians 3:8-11, St. Paul gives the picture of a person stripping off old clothing, and 

being dressed in fresh new clothes.  That’s a great picture to visualize as one strips off 

anger, rage, and other destructive emotions, burying them at the foot of the cross, leaving 

the past in the past.  When we get emotionally upset, the normal human tendency is often 

blame others around us for our feelings.  This creates a picture of one choosing to wear 

the same old clothes rather than putting on new clothing.  Blaming others keeps emotions 

current ~ it keeps bad feelings alive.   

 

When we say, “I’m angry because five years ago you called me an ugly toad,” we 

externalize the responsibility for our emotions.  Rather than assuming personal 

responsibility for our anger, we overlay the responsibility for our emotions upon the 

“other party,” and declare that they are the ones on whose shoulders the weight of our 

emotions rests.  Certainly, there are times when people do things which bring forth 

certain feelings in us, yet the more we allow our feelings to be the product of what others 

do or say, the more dependent we become upon them, the more helpless and hopeless we 

become, the less mature we become, and the weaker our characters become. 

 

It’s more effective to say, “Right now I choose to be angry because I am not done 

processing something that’s important to me.”  Such a statement doesn’t create animosity, 

defensiveness or a desire for revenge in the other person ~ it simply states a fact.  Mature 

people own their own feelings.  Less mature people shunt their feelings off onto others, as 

if everyone around them were responsible for their mood.  Such behavior tends to keep 

one living in the past, living in the past creates victim-thinking.  It’s a loser’s game. 

 

Scripture instructs us to “get rid of anger and rage.”  According to scripture, this is a 

decision ~ a choice.  It is a choice to hold onto anger, and it’s a choice to forgive.  It is a 

choice to live in the past.  It is a choice to live in the present.     

 

Sixth, invite God’s Spirit to do in you what you cannot, or are not yet willing to, 

do for yourself.  Scripture talks about a “brand-new nature that is continually being 

renewed as we learn more and more about Christ, who created this new nature within 

you.”  That new nature, and that presence of Christ in us is either truth or lie.  It cannot be 

both.  Scripture is either God’s Word or it’s a fairy tale.  Christ either comes to live inside 

us or he doesn’t.  When dealing with our emotional issues it can be of enormous help to 

spend time on our knees, praying that God may help us offload anything that makes us 

unsafe or hurtful in relationships with others.  This sort of prayer makes us safer for those 

we love, and it helps us build their sense of self-worth. 

 

We may do our best to express our feelings in a non-punitive, non-accusatory manner ~ 

and when we do so we empower others around us to respond to us out of compassion and 

with a desire to help.  Yet there are emotions in some people’s lives that prove to be very 

difficult to overcome.  A woman who was sexually abused as a child.  A man whose 

father was a mean alcoholic.  Some memories are really hard to forgive and move away 

from.  This is why it’s important to learn how to rely upon the inner presence of God’s 
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Spirit.  When we pray and then rely upon God’s presence in us, He is able to accomplish 

healing and restoration that you can’t find anywhere else.   

 

Scripture teaches that we are to “strip off” the old “clothing” of negative emotions, and 

we are to seek and trust the presence of God’s Spirit in our lives.  When we do this, we 

become safer in relationships with people we love ~ less prone to using our anger to harm 

their self-esteem. 

    

 C.  Dress For Relational Health 

 

After “stripping off” the “old clothing” of anger and rage, scripture teaches how to 

“dress” for healthy relational interaction.  “Since God chose you to be the holy people 

whom he loves, you must clothe yourselves with tenderhearted mercy, kindness, 

humility, gentleness, and patience.   You must make allowance for each other's faults 

and forgive the person who offends you. Remember, the Lord forgave you, so you must 

forgive others.  And the most important piece of clothing you must wear is love. Love is 

what binds us all together in perfect harmony.  And let the peace that comes from 

Christ rule in your hearts. For as members of one body you are all called to live in 

peace. And always be thankful” (Col. 3:12-15 ~ NLT). 

 

Notice words used in that text:  Tenderhearted ~ mercy ~  kindness ~ humility ~ 

gentleness ~ patience ~ forgiveness ~ love ~ harmony ~ peace ~ thankfulness.     These 

words aren’t just flowery religious expressions.  Each of them is a spiritual character 

trait, and each one builds healthy self-esteem in those to whom we give it.  A person is 

either tenderhearted or they’re hard and cold.  They’re either merciful or they’re vengeful.  

They’re either kind or mean; humble or proud, gentle or harsh, patient or impatient, etc.   

 

Scripture gives us many “relational tools” by use of which we build the self-esteem of 

others around us.  Look at those words again.  In fact, let’s put them side by side so we 

can compare them.  Using St. Paul’s analogy (quoted above) we might call these “two 

different lists of spiritual clothing.” 

 

 List A    List B    

Tenderhearted   Hard, cold 

Merciful   Vengeful 

Humble   Proud, arrogant 

Kind    Mean 

Gentle    Violent, rough 

Patient    Impatient 

Forgiving   Carrying grudges 

Loving    Hateful, spiteful 

Harmonious   Bickering 

Peaceful   Conflict-oriented 

Thankful   Sour, ungrateful  

 



Building Self-Esteem In Your Family 

All rights reserved, Dr. John P. Splinter, www.stlfamilyinstitute.com Page 12 
 

12 

Now let’s put it into a spiritual context.  What do you think it would be like being the 

child or spouse of a person who daily practiced List A?  Imagine what it would be like 

being the child or spouse of a person who daily practiced List B ~ being hard, cold, 

vengeful, mean, proud, harsh, impatient, unforgiving, emotionally distant, constantly 

bickering, and ungrateful.  If you grew up in the latter sort of home you are a particularly 

good candidate for God’s Spirit to heal and restore, because you know so much about 

spiritual and relational ill health within your family of origin. 

 

If you want to play a little more with those lists, ask yourself what it’s like being around 

you.  Which set of spiritual clothing do you tend to wear, and what do you suppose it’s 

like being around you, in regard to building or tearing down the self-esteem of those you 

love.  Finally, what do you think it would be like to actually have the Spirit of God living 

in you, chiseling out the List B traits, and replacing them with the List A traits?  

 

One of the big “buzz words” in recent psychology is, “dysfunctional.”  One hears people 

say, “I grew up in a dysfunctional home.”  Actually, every home has some dysfunction.  

Nobody’s perfect.  But there’s a reliable definition of functional:  Functional is what God 

says functional is.  Here’s another reliable definition: Functional is what God creates in a 

person, when the person yields their lives to God. 

 

The terms expressed in the scripture text quoted above are more than character traits, and 

they’re more than nice objectives for successful relationships.  They are the basis of 

building positive self-esteem in ourselves, and thereby providing positive self-esteem to 

those around us.  These terms are the essence of “functional” relationships.  The field of 

psychology is loath to make the connection between sin and neurosis, but there is a 

connection.  As we treat one another within the ways of God, we develop “functional,” 

and emotionally healthy relationships.  As we treat one another outside the ways of God 

(e.g., List B), we develop “dysfunctional” and emotionally unhealthy relationships.  And 

dysfunctional relationships wreak havoc on everyone’s self-esteem.   

 

A good spiritual question to ask as one wakens in the morning is, “How shall I dress 

today?  With rage or tenderness?  With forgiveness or vengeance?  With kindness or 

emotional distance?”  The more one learns of the spiritual tools available in God’s Word, 

and relies upon the internal guidance of God’s Spirit ~ and the more one delves into one’s 

own soul, daring to ask this level of question and praying for strength to be all that God 

leads us to be ~ the more one begins to reflect the character of Christ.  And that is the 

most effective means by which one may build up the self-esteem of those around them. 

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

Think of one short story from the life of your parents or siblings, in which a person chose 

to hold onto issues from the past.  How did this issue continued to make them into a 

victim?  What do you suspect would happen in this person’s life if they forgave, buried 

their issues at the foot of the cross, and walked away?  What would happen to the self-

esteem of those around them if they did this? 
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 D.  Build On The Positive 

 

One of the most effective ways of building up the self-esteem of others is that of 

intentionally focusing one’s own mind upon that which is right and good.  In the previous 

chapter a little parable was provided to make the point that in each person there are both 

weeds and flowers ~ areas in which we’re strong and areas in which we’re weak ~ 

moments when we’re nice, kind, upright, caring, thoughtful, generous and self-effacing, 

and moments when we’re unkind, sneaky, selfish, and stubborn.  The thought was then 

given that, that upon which we focus our attention becomes that to which we begin to 

respond.  If a dad focuses his attention upon those traits in his children that prove they’re 

sneaky, stubborn and selfish, then that’s what he’s likely to notice much of the time.  If he  

focus upon their kindness, uprightness, thoughtfulness and generosity, then that’s what 

he’s likely to notice much of the time. 

 

The scriptural basis of that little parable was Philippians, 4:8: “Fix your thoughts on 

what is true and honorable and right. Think about things that are pure and lovely and 

admirable. Think about things that are excellent and worthy of praise” (NLT).  It is 

very true that what we tend to “see,” or look for in one another, is what we tend to “get” 

or observe and respond to in one another.   

 

There are at least two deeper levels of thought to ponder regarding this text.  At a deeper 

level what we “see” in one another is what we tend to reinforce with our attention nd 

attitude.  If I look for my son to be selfish and sneaky, then I’ll probably see it.  The 

deeper level thought is that when I see what I expect to see, I’ll tend to confirm  what I see 

with my personal response.  I’ll “reinforce” that behavior.  I’ll say, “Ah hah!  I knew you 

were selfish and sneaky ~ right there is an example of it!! 

 

But the issue is even more significant than my reinforcing negative behavior, for the 

human tendency is often to magnify the faults of others.  In my decision to see his selfish 

nature, I’ll tend to consider my son’s selfishness as being worse than my own selfishness 

and, at a subliminal level I’ll begin to communicate this opinion and judgment to my son.  

I won’t trust him with using my tools, because he might steal one of them, so I’ll make 

excuses when he asks to use one of them.  I won’t trust that he’ll bring his report card 

home, because I see him as sneaky, so I’ll just show up at school on the day report cards 

are handed out, and give him a ride home so that I’m doggone sure we see that report 

card.  And with each of my actions, I covertly reinforce the notion that he’s sneaky. 

 

Because that behavior which is reinforced tends to be repeated, focusing my attention 

upon his sneakiness and selfishness can reinforce his tendency toward being selfish and 

sneaky.  It becomes a closed loop.  I look for what I expect.  I see what I look for.  When I 

see it, I respond to it ~ either consciously or subconsciously.  My response reinforces the 

reality of his behavior, making it more likely to recur.  He subliminally picks up on my 

negative opinion, and it erodes his self-esteem.  And because he feels rotten about 

himself, it leads him to be sneaky and selfish. 
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Scripture teaches that we can break out of these repetitive and negative patterns, and 

begin to “call forth” positive behavior in those we love, by seeking, noticing and 

commenting upon the things we see in them that are true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, 

admirable, excellent, and worthy of praise.  As we water these traits in those we love, 

both the traits and the self-esteem, grow.  The sorts of reinforcement we give one another 

are often so subliminal that nobody is completely aware of them ~ but they’re there, and 

they have an impact. 

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

A phrase was just used in the preceding paragraph:  “That behavior which is reinforced 

tends to be repeated.”   

 

1)  Is it possible to reinforce (and thereby entrench) bad behavior through giving negative 

reinforcement?  What is the likely outcome in the self-esteem of the other person?  Can 

you give an example?   

2)  Is it possible to reinforce (and thereby entrench) positive behavior by using a formula 

of 99% positive reinforcement versus 1% negative?  What is the likely outcome in the 

self-esteem of the other person?  Can you give an example? 

 

At an even deeper level, as we attempt to practice “seeing” the good in others, we begin 

to recognize there is a natural, inborn tendency to drift back into seeing their flaws, faults, 

inadequacies, etc.  We begin to recognize that there is a “spiritual thing” going on inside 

ourselves, and that without additional strength from somewhere outside ourselves, we 

will tend to fall back into patterns of “seeing” the flaws, faults, etc.   

 

This human tendency toward the negative is a product of the “Fall.”  It’s inherent in the 

sinful nature with which we were born.  As we come to this realization, we begin to 

understand our own need for the renewing presence of God’s Spirit in us, giving us the 

ability to consistently do the positive things that scripture teaches us work best in 

relationships.  

 

It’s surprising to discover how much more effective we can be when we intentionally 

build our cognitive systems around the focus outlined in Philippians 4:8.  When we seek 

to comment daily upon several things we see in one another that are true, honorable, right, 

pure, etc., we build others up ~ we elevate their self-worth ~ we enhance their self-

esteem.   

 

Earlier in this chapter it was stated that functional is what God says it is.  From a spiritual 

perspective, parents and spouses will either tend to create functional or dysfunctional self-

identities in those they love, simply by their choice of what they focus their minds on.  

We will either focus on what God tells us to focus on, and then rely upon His Spirit to 

help us do it ~ or we’ll drift back into focusing on the negative. 
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The field of psychology is often rightly criticized because it focuses so much of its 

attention upon pathology.  The question in a therapist’s mind is often, “What’s wrong 

with this person?”  Psychologists go to the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual ~ the 

“bible” of the American Psychological Association), and look for traits and frequencies of 

pathology.  While the DSM provides insight into human pathology, yet in some corners 

of the field of psychology people are asking, “What strengths does this suffering person 

bring to the table?  Yes, they may be depressed, but what competencies do they have; in 

what ways are they loveable and capable?”  That question changes everything.  Rather 

than asking, “What is wrong here?” the question becomes, “What is strong here?”   

 

According to scripture (Philippians 4:8), that’s the better question.  One can either build 

relationships on what’s weak or strong; good or evil; functional or dysfunctional.  It is the 

individual’s choice of focus, that has everything to do with the effect they have upon the 

self-esteem of others around them.  This decision is not just cognitive in nature ~ it is 

spiritual.  It speaks to the spiritual core of a person, and it is that spiritual core that 

controls the direction of much that is passed along from one generation to the next.  In the 

final analysis, building self-esteem in others is a spiritual exercise. 

 

Ten Minute Reflection 

 

Do you more naturally tend to see the positive or the negative?  Can you think of one 

story from your own life in which you intended to reinforce positive behavior in another 

person, but ended up “seeing” and therefore responding to negative behavior.  In what 

way is focusing upon other people’s positive behavior a spiritual challenge? 

 

 


