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Self-hatred sounds like this.
I’m a failure.
Nobody loves me. I’m way too messed up and weird. 
All I ever do is make things worse. 
I’ll never amount to anything. 
I’m a disappointment to everyone. I should just do the world a favor   
 and end it. 
I deserve to be treated poorly.
I am weak, pathetic, and too sensitive.
I’m a piece of garbage. 

For those who struggle with self-hate, these thoughts are intimately woven into 
the fabric of their lives. And if this is you, you probably don’t have to strain 
your ear at all to recognize its voice. 

Self-hate reveals itself in snippets and side comments. Sometimes you hear 
it audibly from others. Most often, it’s inaudible and comes from inside your 
own head. For you, it may be an everyday occurrence. For others, it creeps in 
during times of stress and weakness. Either way, when it happens, you are your 
own worst enemy, and despise yourself for it. Perhaps it is frustration with 
how you handled a conversation: “I hurt everyone; people should stay away 
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from me.” Perhaps it is shame about the way you spent your time: “I’m pitiful 
and dull.” Perhaps it is disgust from the quantity or quality of food you ate: 
“I’m so gross.” Perhaps it is embarrassment because of your poor performance: 
“Everything I do is a disaster.” 

Self-condemnation is a common human experience.1 And if you’re in 
counseling ministry or a pastoral role, you also know that for some people this 
common human experience can become an enslaving and stubborn identity. 

There is no single reason for self-hatred. An entrenched self-hate usually 
comes attached to social experiences, family relationships, and personal history. 
It follows close behind tragedy and failure, abuse or neglect, poor decisions and 
bad timing. And, as much as we know that self-hate is related to these, it is 
often complex with a mix and match of variables and reasons. Its elements are 
as varied as the person. For some, contempt for self is a self-given proclamation. 
It is the accumulation of failures, addictions, mistakes, inabilities, disabilities, 
and limitations. For others, self-hate is a conclusion that flows from trying 
to understand why certain things happened to you—for example, being 
placed for adoption, raped, neglected, disabled, or living in a broken family. 
Sometimes self-hate is a slow resigned agreement with the abusive, oppressive, 
demeaning voices of others—a father who berated and belittled, a mother 
who was removed and uninterested, a trusted adult who misused influence, a 
culture projecting unachievable standards. Finally, self-hate can be the product 
of intrusive, unwanted thoughts, a scrupulous conscience or a relentless, 
accusing inner voice.

People whose lives are riddled with self-condemnation populate our 
churches and counseling offices. Addressing it and offering help to sufferers 
is challenging because it is, more often than not, a complex mixture of both 
truth and lie. What can start out as an accurate assessment of sin (“my response 
was full of anger”) and posture of humility toward the righteousness of God 
(“I need to confess”) can quickly descend into falsehood (“God is disgusted 
with me”) and presumption (“God is done with me; there is no way he’ll 

1   A common experience, but not for everybody. For some, the condemning voice of self-
hate is a foreign tongue and represents an experience they never will know. This shouldn’t 
surprise us. 1 Thessalonians 5:14 reminds us of the variation of human struggle and human 
transgression. The belligerent and self-righteous may not identify with this topic, but those 
who are faint of heart will.
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keep forgiving me”). Humility and pride intertwine. Therefore, to effectively 
minister to those who endure self-hate and to navigate the half and partial 
truths, a helper needs to understand both the phenomenon of self-hate and the 
intricacies of the change process. 

Accordingly, the purpose of this article is twofold. First, we must become 
familiar with the voice of self-hate. Knowing this voice will help open the door 
to change. Second, we’ll consider how God sets us free from self-hate. 

We will start with describing self-loathing and its life-constraining rules. 

The Voice and Rules of Self-Hatred
How do we pinpoint and name this enemy amidst the constant chatter of 
mundane conversation and small talk? Thankfully, the voice of self-hate is 
not subtle. Even though the sound bites of self-loathing are as unique and 
diverse as the individuals who speak them, self-hate betrays its identity by 
communicating in predictable and idenifiable ways. The following are the 
three common forms it takes. 

1. Self-hate defines your identity: “I am _____.”  
“I am bad.”  
“I am a disappointment.”  
“I am worthless.” 

2. Self-hate argues for that identity: “I am not ________ enough.”  
“I am not attractive enough.”  
“I am not athletic enough.”  
“I am not spiritual enough.” 
“I am not mature enough.” 

3. Self-hate says you deserve what you get: “I deserve _______.”  
“I deserve to be beaten and abused.”  
“I deserve to be bullied and left out.”  
“I deserve to be alone and depressed.”  
“I deserve to be hurt.”

Systematic and seductive, the voice of self-hate paints a skewed picture of the 
person. Deceived, oppressed, and stubbornly rejecting other alternatives, the 
self-hating individual embraces the identity that’s being proposed, parroting 
and agreeing with its interpretation, accusations, and rationale. 
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