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Abstract. The study of gratitude has become an increasingly important topic among 
psychologists to address the nature of human flourishing. Of more recent interest is 
how gratitude to God specifically functions within an account of human flourishing, 
with theologians seeking to provide a distinctively Christian account of the nature 
of gratitude. This article enters into the ongoing conversation by attending to Jona-
than Edwards’s (1703–1758) theological anthropology and development of natural 
and supernatural gratitude. In particular, Edwards’s anthropology includes within it 
an account of how the self can, and should, enlarge to receive another in love. This 
“enlargement” is the creaturely mirror of God’s self-giving and is the supernatural 
response to the creature who has received God’s grace and been infused with divi-
ne love. As a supernatural response based on God’s action in the soul, this account 
of gratitude differs from its natural counterpart. In keeping with Edwards’s account, 
therefore, there is a need to develop studies that differentiate natural and superna-
tural gratitude. Furthermore, this article ends with a suggestion for a study that co-
uld pick up this task based on recent psychological studies that attend to how gra-
titude affects self-relation. On Edwards’s account of the enlargement of the self, as 
well as his notion of supernatural gratitude, there is meaningful research to be done 
on how these can help assess development in the formation of gratitude and hu-
man flourishing. 
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Introduction

The study of gratitude has advanced over the past several decades among 
psychologists, but gratitude to God, the main interest of theologians stud-
ying gratitude, has not been a central focus. Furthermore, while theolog-
ical accounts of gratitude are often subsumed under other foci in moral 
theology, theologians have more recently followed the trajectory of psy-
chologists to address gratitude in its own right (Leithart 2014). For both 
psychologists and theologians, the question of gratitude to God specifi-
cally, and how that may or may not differ from human-to-human grati-
tude (or human-to-object gratitude) has become a pressing line of inquiry. 
Furthermore, focusing more specifically on the discussion of gratitude in 
the Christian tradition, discerning the difference between natural and 
supernatural gratitude is particularly pressing. To address this tradition 
in light of recent accounts, I turn to Jonathan Edwards’s development of 
the self and love within his anthropology, using that material to exposit 
natural and supernatural gratitude. I conclude by reflecting on the psy-
chological material on gratitude with a  focus on how gratitude to God 
might be studied. 

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) is generally considered one of the 
greatest theological and philosophical minds to have worked in North 
America. While little has been done on Edwards’s theological anthropol-
ogy as such, anthropology is a central theme in his corpus, as is seen in 
his work on religious psychology in Religious Affections, freedom and mo-
rality in Freedom of the Will, love in Charity and Its Fruits, and virtue in 
light of God’s being and action in the Two Dissertations (see also Martin 
2019 and Strobel 2017). Along with his astounding output of sermons and 
notebooks, Edwards provides a wealth of material on how human persons 
can and should respond to God, making him a particularly interesting 
figure to utilize to consider gratitude to God. To do so, this essay moves 
in two major parts. Part I addresses Edwards’s conception of the self and 
the necessity for the self to be “displaced” by God. Part II looks at how Ed-
wards understands gratitude in relation to this displacement of the self, 
and how this displacement is a necessary feature of what Edwards thinks 
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of as supernatural gratitude. The essay concludes by suggesting a  re-
search direction that could be explored in light of Edwards’s construction. 

1. The Displacement of the “Self”

Edwards’s account of anthropology includes within it the notion of a “re-
ciprocating self,” to adapt a  contemporary psychological notion (see 
Balswick and Balskwick 2016). On his view (unlike how “reciprocating 
self” is typically used), a self naturally and necessarily stands in relation 
to itself, subjectifying itself by projecting a mirror image by which it can 
attend to itself (creating a context of self-relation for the sake of other-
relations) (Kierkegaard has a similar notion, see Kierkegaard 1980, 13). 
He states, 

Man is as it were two, as some of the great wits of this age have observed: 
a sort of genius is with a man, that accompanies him and attends him wher-
ever he goes; so that a man has a  conversation with himself, that is, he has 
a conversation with his own idea. So that if his idea be excellent, he will take 
delight and happiness in conferring and communing with it; he takes com-
placency in himself, he applauds himself; and wicked men accuse themselves 
and fight with themselves as if they were two. And man is truly happy then, 
and only then, when these two agree, and they delight in themselves, and in 
their own idea and image, as God delights in his. (WJE 13: 260 – my emphasis)

By concluding that this self-relation is a part of humankind’s being cre-
ated in the image of God, Edwards reveals how central this is for his un-
derstanding of personhood, divine or human. Furthermore, as an aspect 
of the image of God in humanity, this construct is directly connected to 
how human persons relate to God, and what it means to flourish in one’s 
humanity. 

The “self,” for Edwards, at its most primal, is an “I-I” relation (see Coe 
and Hall 2010, 222–223 for a  similar notion). A person naturally loves 
themselves, and therefore stands in relation to themselves. But this in-
ner-relation is not a narcissistic bent inwards, at least not necessarily, but 
this love is meant to be “enlarging.” This is the difference between proper 
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self-love and selfishness. In Edwards’s words, “Selfishness is a principle 
which does, as it were, confine a man’s heart to himself. Love enlarges it 
and extends it to others. A man’s self is as it were extended and enlarged 
by love. Others so far as [they are] beloved do, as it were, become parts 
of himself.” (WJE 8: 263) Furthermore, “yet this is not selfishness, be-
cause it is not a confined self-love, because his self-love flows out in such 
a channel as to take in others with[in] himself. The self which he loves is, 
as it were, enlarged and multiplied, so that in those same acts wherein 
he loves himself he loves others.” (WJE 8: 258) Edwards’s account is one 
of internalizing relations, whereby one loves others into union with one-
self. Since relationality is intrinsic to Edwards’s notion of a “self,” it is not 
merely love, but the self that can enlarge to receive others. 

The upshot of this account is its ability to make sense of the biblical 
language of loving one’s neighbor as oneself (Mark 12: 31), opening wide 
one’s heart (2 Cor. 6: 11), and making room in one’s heart for another (2 
Cor. 7: 2). The difficulty, at first glance, is how one can appropriately love 
God. One might think, based on this construct, that to love God is to con-
tain, rather than receive God. Furthermore, by starting with self-love, one 
might wonder if the love of God is secondary in Edwards’s thinking. Ed-
wards demurs: “Self-love, taken in the most extensive sense, and love to 
God, are not things properly capable of being compared one with another: 
for they are not opposites, or things entirely distinct; but one enters into 
the nature of the other.” (WJE 18: 74) Whatever it entails for one of these 
to “enter into the nature of the other,” Edwards is clear that love of God 
cannot “arise from self-love.” (WJE 2: 242) This raises the question: How 
can the love of God be foundational without undermining his basic con-
struct of expanding self-love? 

Edwards’s solution entails what I call the “displacement of the self.” 
Once again, the biblical material is close to the surface. Jesus claims, “For 
whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my 
sake will find it.” (Matt. 16: 25) Furthermore, Paul declares, “I have been 
crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. 
And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and gave himself for me.” (Gal. 2: 20) On Jesus’ teaching, losing 
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one’s life is required for finding one’s life, just as with Paul’s image, to be 
crucified with Christ results in the “I” no longer living, even though he 
immediately reasserts the “I” that now lives (see Eastman, 2017, 6–7 for 
an insightful discussion). For both there is a regrounding of the “I” that 
takes place only after losing the “I.” This is where Edwards’s I–I construct 
helps to make sense of losing one’s self for the sake of finding one’s self. 

On Edwards’s view, the second “I,” what we might think of as the “pro-
jected I,” needs to be displaced, such that the “primal I” discovers itself, 
not in a self-relation first and foremost, but in relation to God (again, Coe 
and Hall, 2010, 264–265 is relevant here). A person must discover more 
than forgiveness in Christ, they must discover themselves in Christ. To 
consider oneself is no longer to ground oneself in relation to oneself, be-
cause this is not ultimately defining for the Christian. Rather, one must 
discover their lives lost and regained in Christ. Edwards states, 

As the new nature is from God, so it tends to God as its center; and as that 
which tends to its center is not quiet and at rest, till it has got quite to the very 
center, so the new nature that is in the saints never will it be at rest, till there 
is a perfect union with God and conformity to him, and so no separation, or 
alienation, or enmity remaining. The holy nature in the saints tends to the 
fountain whence it proceeds, and never will be at rest, till the soul is fully 
brought to that fountain, and all swallowed up in it. (WJE 19: 692)

In Edwards’s depiction of regenerate humanity, the true self is the self 
lost in God such that she is found in God. Being “swallowed up” in God is 
not an annihilation of the self, but is the ground upon which one discov-
ers true human freedom and life. 

The mirror one stands before in the subjectification of the self (i.e., 
the “projected I”), is no longer established in the self, but is alien to the 
self. One stands before Christ, and discovers themselves in Christ. This 
can happen only if a person first stands before God as God truly is, in all 
of his fullness and freedom, finding no resources internal to the self to 
placate or somehow manipulate God. The shift from God in his infinite 
fullness and impenetrability to God for me is what is known in regenera-
tion, where fearing God is recognized as the beginning of wisdom, while 
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also affirming that perfect love casts out fear (1 John 4: 18). Knowing 
both this fear and this love, one’s fundamental subjectification shifts; the 
self is displaced from the center, no longer grounding itself with an inter-
nal mirroring of the self, but one now knows themselves mirrored back 
in Christ (this is the dark mirror of faith in 1 Cor. 13: 12). By faith the re-
generate discovers another face in the mirror – the face of Christ – and 
come to see themselves only from within that gaze. The internal mirror-
ing of the self in the I–I relation now has an external pole, such that their 
true self is not a mere projection, but is the “I” that is hidden with Christ 
in God (Col. 3: 3). But it is not only that their I–I reciprocity now includes 
Christ, where they see themselves truly only in the face of Christ. Even 
more so, they are who they are as they are seen by another. In this sense, 
the call is not only to know God, and to know oneself in God, but to be 
seen and known by God from within his redemptive gaze (cf. Gal. 4: 9, 
1 Cor. 13: 12). This, of course, is an objective reality that requires a sub-
jective appropriation. Christians still turn, in the flesh, to ground them-
selves in and through their projected self. But while it is possible to con-
tinue to walk in the flesh rather than in the Spirit, this is no longer the 
truth of their person (Gal. 5: 16). 

On Edwards’s account, to be displaced by love and placed in Christ 
is a singular movement of the Spirit that reconstitutes the person in re-
generation (see Strobel 2013, 196–207 for the Spirit’s work on the soul in 
Edwards’s theology). One’s self has become incorporated in Christ, and 
therefore it is the Father’s gazing upon the believer in the Son, and the 
fact that Christ now defines their life before the Father, that is the defin-
ing feature of the person’s life. This is precisely why they must come to 
gaze upon themselves in Christ to appropriate the truth of this reality. The 
Father’s love upon his perfect image (i.e., Jesus) is enlarged to receive his 
creatures as members of his person. Finding oneself in Christ, is discov-
ering oneself internal to the Father’s love of the Son. This is the love that 
buoys the self, and this is the love that regrounds the I–I relation so that 
it can enlarge with that same love that upholds it. By seeing and being 
seen, the self comes to know that one is defined as a “thou” prior to being 
an I, because the center of one’s being is in God. The fallen self function-
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ing in the flesh seeks to construct a grounding in itself and from within 
its self-relation (for Kierkegaard, this is the self in despair, Kierkegaard, 
1980, 68–69). This is the incurvatus in se that is the result of the Fall. But 
in regeneration, the person stands before the face of Christ as the beloved 
“thou” of the Father, and in God’s regenerating action is infused with the 
love of God – the Father’s love upon the Son (John 17: 26) – into the soul. 
In Edwards’s words, “when the Spirit of God enters into the soul, love en-
ters. God is love, and he who has God dwelling in him by his Spirit will 
have love dwelling in him. The nature of the Holy Spirit is love; and it is by 
communicating himself, or his own nature, that the hearts of the saints 
are filled with love or charity. Hence the saints are said to be “partakers 
of the divine nature” [2 Peter 1: 4].” (WJE 8: 132)

The regenerate soul discovers a more foundational mirror than the 
one the fallen self stands before. This is the mirror of faith, and therefore 
is the face-to-face recognition of Christ himself as the defining reality of 
one’s personhood (cf. 1 Cor. 13: 12, 2 Cor. 4: 6). In this state, the mirror of 
one’s person is no longer a projection of an ideal self (which is constructed 
by the “natural man”), but is the “I” hidden in Christ and seen as belov-
ed by the Father. This new foundation of the soul in God allows the “self” 
to enlarge to receive another, as one is being formed into the likeness of 
God in his self-opening. The act of God to internalize his creatures in his 
self love establishes the trajectory for coming to see my neighbor, not ex-
ternal to my self, but internal to my self-in-Christ (McFadyen highlights 
Edwards’s instinct well, see McFadyen 1990, 151). In other words, as I rec-
ognize God in his self-giving, coming to know the depths of his grace, my 
heart responds to others as he has responded to me (see Matt. 18: 21–35). 
In this sense, God’s presence in my soul reorders my soul around God and 
his love such that I am able to open to others in love and kindness. But 
this objective reality (i.e., God in his self-giving) has a subjective counter-
part: gratitude to God. Without gratitude, the self has not fully embraced 
the self-giving of God. But on Edwards’s view, this raises the question for 
how gratitude might relate to the new I–Christ–I relationality of seeing 
and knowing oneself in Christ, and knowing gratitude to God as the over-
flow of God’s self-giving. 
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2. Gratitude to God

In light of the above exposition of Edwards’s notion of the self, I turn now 
to address how gratitude relates to the self and to love, both in general 
and in gratitude to God more specifically. As a virtue, gratitude will be ad-
dressed according to Edwards’s overarching taxonomy of the virtues. Fol-
lowing a relatively traditional account, at least in its broadest movements, 
Edwards articulates gratitude as either natural or supernatural. For in-
stance, someone who is unregenerate still enlarges in love to internalize 
another person in their self-loving. That, in and of itself, is not distinc-
tively Christian, although the nature of that internalization and self-rela-
tion will change for the regenerate. This means that natural gratitude is 
a good that is possible for any person, Christian or not, and is something 
that can be “acquired” (i.e., habituated) through various sorts of practic-
es. This is truly good and meaningful, in a certain sphere, but this sphere 
is limited because it does not include God in its purview (see WJE 8: 540 
for how Edwards orients this in relation to beauty). Supernatural grati-
tude, on the other hand, is gratitude that stems from God’s presence, love, 
and holiness in the soul by the Spirit (Tom Greggs’ discussion of grace and 
gratitude is helpful here, Greggs 2017, 147–148). This is based on the infu-
sion of grace into the person, such that love is the new foundation for all 
virtuous action. “Love,” as understood here, is not a generic notion, but 
is divine, as it is the eternal love of the Father upon the Son, namely the 
Spirit, now infused into the human being. To consider gratitude, there-
fore, we attend first to natural gratitude and then to supernatural.

2.1. Natural Gratitude

As a general rule, Edwards recognizes that gratitude is an important hu-
man virtue (Edwards 1743). “Ingratitude,” Edwards asserts, “is especial-
ly odious,” and then goes on to quote a “saying of the heathen” with ap-
proval: “Call me ungrateful and call me all that is bad, [it is] impossible 
there should be a more odious character given a man than that he is un-
grateful” (Edwards 1743). Furthermore, Edwards continues, the “kind of 
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congruity and harmony that there is between a receiver and benefactor, 
which we call gratitude, is especially amiable and lovely” (Edwards 1743). 
In using the language of aesthetics, Edwards is employing an important 
aspect of his overall theology that sees union of one person to anoth-
er as the nature of beauty, first in God’s triune life, secondly in God’s 
relationship with his creatures, and then thirdly among human persons 
themselves. Gratitude, in this sense, is beautiful as it is the proper har-
mony between two moral agents – one in benevolence offering kindness 
and the other receiving and reciprocating through gratitude. Ingratitude, 
therefore, is a rejection of this beauty for disorder, because it rejects the 
harmony that God has instilled in creation. This link with beauty will 
be particularly important for supernatural gratitude, because one must 
recognize the generosity for which one is grateful. For someone to have 
gratitude to God, we will see, one must recognize what God has done in 
light of who he is, a recognition only available in Christ by the illumina-
tion of the Spirit. 

Natural gratitude, then, is simply a natural human response to recog-
nizing someone’s kindness to them. “Men are disposed to gratitude for 
any kindnesses they receive from those they love.” (WJE 8: 134–135) This 
is why being ungrateful is so despicable. To be ungrateful is to refuse to 
recognize the truth of an act as an act of kindness. Gratefulness comes 
from the recognition of a kindness, but, for Edwards, it is not just any 
kindness, but kindness from one who is loved (a kindness from one not 
loved may still be responded to with gratitude, but it will be substantially 
less than to one loved). We can summarize Edwards’s view of gratefulness 
in three key features that determine how someone properly responds in 
gratitude. A proper response is based upon: 1. the degree of the kindness 
upon a person, 2. the relationship between you and the giver of the gift, 
and 3. the nature of the love you have for them (see WJE 8: 617). Each of 
these three features will change the nature and expectations of the grati-
tude offered in response. However, the response is based on the perspec-
tive of the receiver, who will be held accountable to recognize the truth 
concerning each of these three factors. For supernatural gratitude to God, 
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this will require an illumination of the Spirit, so that the receiver of God’s 
kindness will come to see the truth and respond appropriately. 

2.2. Gratitude to God

By focusing my attention on gratitude to God, it is important to note that 
there are two main options for what this might mean. For the sake of 
clarity, I am not interested in this essay in what I call a natural gratitude 
for God. This kind of gratitude is still gratitude, and it is still gratitude 
to God, but it is gratitude to God that is not ultimately constructed on 
God in himself, God pro me, and God’s act to make me holy as he is holy. 
This is the kind of gratitude someone without supernatural grace might 
have for God who, in distress, calls out for divine help, and when things 
work out, shows a degree of thankfulness. With any kind of gratitude, as 
noted above, the nature of the kindness, the relationship, and the love 
between you and the one giving the gift will determine whether one’s 
response can be considered grateful or ungrateful. Admittedly, Edwards 
will, at times, talk about natural gratitude not needing real relationship. 
But what this means is that there is a spectrum in all gratitude where the 
relationship (or lack thereof) has a direct correlation to the expected re-
sponse of gratitude. Take for instance, Edwards’s claim in True Virtue: 

Natural gratitude, though in every instance wherein it appears it is not prop-
erly called love, because persons may be moved with a degree of gratitude 
towards persons on certain occasions, whom they have no real and proper 
friendship for, as in the instance of Saul towards David, once and again, af-
ter David’s sparing his life, when he had so fair opportunity to kill him: yet it 
has the same or like operation and effect with friendship, in part, for a season, 
and with regard to so much of the welfare of its object, as appears a deserved 
requital of kindness received. And in other instances it may have a more gen-
eral and abiding influence, so as more properly to be called by the name of 
love. So that many times men from natural gratitude do really with a sort of 
benevolence love those who love them. From this, together with some other 
natural principles, men may love their near friends, love their own party, love 
their country, etc. (WJE 8: 610).
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But this is not our primary focus. Focusing on our notion of a supernatu-
ral gratitude to God, Edwards’s view shows how essential each of these 
three features are: 1. Degree of kindness: the nature of God’s self-giving 
sacrificial love as, in a sense, infinite; 2. The relationship between giver 
and receiver: God gives himself and opens his life of love, not because of 
the goodness of the creature, but through his grace (see WJE 19: 185); and 
3. The nature of love you have for God: the love that is offered is perfect, 
as it is the love of the Father upon the Son given to believers as they are 
called into the Father–Son relation (John 17:26), and is poured into the 
soul by the Spirit (Rom. 5: 5). While the nature of gratitude cannot be 
perfect to “match” God’s work, the call is to love God with one’s whole be-
ing (Matt. 22: 37), sharing in the vicarious work of Christ for us (see WJE 
8:580 for how one could be grateful to an object). This is the main foun-
dation of gratitude to God, upon which all other grateful acts are under-
stood. It is not surprising, therefore, that discussions of salvation are key 
places in Edwards’s corpus where he advances an account of gratitude and 
ingratitude (for this instinct, see Greggs 2017, 147). 

Recalling the displacement of the self, we can recognize how gratitude 
to God takes on a different reality than natural gratitude (for how “un-
selfing” and humility are central to this in the Christian tradition, see 
Dunnington 2019). It is imperative for the Christian to know that their 
lives are hidden with Christ in God, but that is not the first move of the 
Christian in regeneration. There is a movement that takes place, even if 
only logically (rather than temporally), to see God in himself prior to see-
ing him for me. One stands before the penetrating glare of God – before 
the infinite truth of his glory, holiness, and justice – and then under-
stands that this penetrating glare of God is upon Christ, the perfect one, 
in whom my life is hid. This is fundamental: “this is indeed the very main 
difference between the joy of the hypocrite, and the joy of the true saint,” 
Edwards avers. “The former rejoices in himself; self is the first founda-
tion of his joy: the latter rejoices in God.” (WJE 2: 249) There is an order-
ing necessary in one’s gratitude to God that highlights whether or not the 
gratitude is merely natural or if it is truly supernatural. One must recog-
nize God in himself, apart from his self-giving, to understand the degree 
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of graciousness in that self-giving. This is where the fear of the Lord is se-
cured. Only by recognizing God in himself – in his immutability, impassi-
bility, and infinity – can one truly grasp who he is pro me. Promeity needs 
to be the superstructure that is built upon the foundation, which is God’s 
goodness, holiness, and beauty in himself. If it is the other way around, 
then one seeks God, not because he is God, but because one hopes he can 
be used to advance their own agenda. (WJE 2: 251)

To embrace supernatural gratitude necessitates that one share in 
God’s own self-love – that the love by which God loves himself is infused 
into one’s soul. The key element of this supernatural gratitude, as op-
posed to natural gratitude, is the “foundation laid before,” namely, “love 
to God for what he is in himself.” (WJE 2: 247) Edwards claims that pri-
or relationship matters to the nature of gratitude. (WJE 2: 247–248) This 
“prior relationship” includes knowing God in himself and knowing him 
for me, but also coming to understand the nature of the kindness given. 
As we have seen, proper gratefulness is the response to a kindness based 
upon: 1. The degree of kindness, 2. The relationship between giver and 
receiver, and 3. The nature of love you have for the giver. In supernatural 
gratitude to God, the degree of kindness is governed by God’s self-giving 
in Christ Jesus, and his embracing even death itself for your sake. The re-
lationship is one where God both gives himself and enlarges himself to 
receive you within his own self-love. Both of those features are objective 
realities that call for a subjective embrace of this grace. The third feature, 
the love you have for God, is called into being through the love of God 
being poured forth into your soul by the Spirit (Rom. 5:5). The relation-
ship is one of self-enlarging by God, as well as self-giving to you, that he 
is now the center of your person and the ground of your own reciprocal 
self-enlargement. You see yourself in Christ as you are seen by the Father 
within his Son. The foundation of gratitude in the soul, therefore, is the 
fullness of God’s life given and embraced by the one who has come to see 
and know God in his grace. 

This reciprocal movement of gratitude, we might say, is imbedded 
in the enlargement of the heart to another – both in natural gratitude 
and in supernatural gratitude. Going back to the biblical language, when 
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Paul tells the Corinthian church that their affections restrict their hearts 
(2 Cor. 6:12), we can now see how that works. A heart’s inability to en-
large is directly related to the three necessary realities for true gratitude. 
On Edwards’s anthropology there is a direct connection between opening 
one’s heart to receive another – which is the proper end of human flour-
ishing – and gratitude, because it is the grateful heart that can open to 
others. There is a necessary formation and development to this human 
capacity, which means that the soul needs to be reordered in its affection. 
To reorder these affections and respond appropriately will entail a prop-
er recognition of the kindness given, the relationship with the giver, and 
the love that you have received and wish to rebound to the giver. To over-
flow in love, is to be reordered to the truth of grace – to recognize the 
kindness given, the nature of God’s self-giving, and to know his love pour 
forth from and through you. Only this can reorder the affections that re-
strict the heart. 

Conclusion: The Study of Gratitude

Edwards’s primary interest in gratitude is not as a mere movement of the 
psyche, but as a virtue. Moral gratitude, on Edwards’s conception, is the 
response to a gracious act that enlarges the self, which is why virtuous 
gratitude, of the natural or supernatural variety, needs to be based on 
love. In supernatural gratitude, one comes to embrace God in his self-
giving and reciprocate by opening oneself to God and to the things of 
God. Proper gratitude is not merely a response to God, but is a response 
in kind, an opening of the self to God who has opened himself in love to 
you. Importantly, given the telos of human personhood, this makes grat-
itude a core feature of embracing one’s humanity. This requires an em-
brace of a new center and foundation external to the self that grounds the 
self, such that one can live from the truth that one’s life is hidden with 
Christ in God. This relocation of the self in God, and the gift of a new self 
– a forgiven, free, and redeemed self – allows one to fully embrace the 
call to love one’s neighbor as oneself as an overflow of gratitude for the 
love of God. 
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In light of our above analysis, how might Edwards’s view speak into 
the contemporary study of gratitude? Two clear lines come to the fore: 
First, there is a need to address and differentiate between natural and su-
pernatural gratitude. In natural gratitude to God, there is real gratitude, 
but it is gratitude for a god whose life has not been received by grace, 
but who has offered some form of providential kindness upon you (or, we 
could say, it is gratitude to a god distant and removed from your person). 
We have seen that gratitude to God is discovered through God’s grace 
in salvation, itself resting on the fullness of God’s self-existence (i.e., 
God’s aseity). This gratitude is an essential feature of faith, and receiv-
ing God and reciprocating that self-giving love creates a new relation to 
ground the self. This, however, is an objective reality that needs subjec-
tive appropriation. This raises questions concerning Christian formation. 
If a Christian is one who has been objectively displaced from the center 
of their self and re-grounded in Christ, then Christian formation will in-
clude the subjective appropriation of that reality. A Christian, no doubt, is 
still able to live in the flesh and attempt to secure the foundation for their 
self in a self-relation. But this would be antithetical to the nature of God’s 
self-giving (i.e., it would not be an appropriate response of gratitude). In 
light of this, a second line of inquiry would focus on spiritual maturity by 
attending to self-relation in light of one’s relation to God. 

Studies abound looking at gratitude according to a natural anthropol-
ogy and vision of human flourishing, but the further question of self-re-
lation has been attended to as well. (A study looking into the different 
phenomenology of acquired vs. infused gratitude would be an interest-
ing, and important, study in its own right.) In their study on the impact 
of gratitude on depression and anxiety, Petrocchi and Couyoumdjian 
looked at the role gratitude played in how one relates to themselves. In 
their words, 

Self-criticism has been described as a  ‘reflexive psychological behavior’ 
(Whelton & Greedberg, 2005), which entails not only a self-blaming attribu-
tional style, but also maladaptive, negative thoughts about the self, affective 
states (anger, disgust, contempt, disappointment for the self), and action ten-
dencies (correcting, or punishing and attacking the self; Gilbert et al., 2004). 
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To our knowledge, the link between gratitude and self-criticism had not been 
directly explored yet (Petrocchi and Couyoumdjian 2016, 193–194). 

In their discussion of their findings, they note the role that gratitude 
played in helping people relate positively to themselves, not necessarily 
in undermining self-attacking and forms of self-criticism, but in having 
an “increased ability to reassure and encourage the self, and to attenuate 
a sense of self-inadequacy in front of failures” (Petrocchi and Couyoum-
djian 2016, 200). Likewise, regarding anxiety, “grateful people experience 
less anxiety mostly because they are able to encourage and be compas-
sionate and reassuring toward themselves when things go wrong in life” 
(Petrocchi and Couyoumdjian 2016, 200). 

This study is particularly interesting because it points to the fact that 
gratitude is regarded as a  virtue promoting prosocial behavior, while 
highlighting the role that self-relation has in prosocial behavior and in 
psychological health (Petrocchi and Couyoumdjian 2016, 201). Reflecting 
on their study, Petrocchi and Couyoumdjian claim, “The present find-
ings show that gratitude is also associated with an improved ‘relation-
ship with the self,’ in the form of a more positive and compassionate way 
of treating ourselves when things go wrong in life, which partially ex-
plains why grateful people are also less depressed and anxious.” (Petroc-
chi and Couyoumdjian 2016, 201). With gratitude to God, understood as 
an infused virtue, we are not as directly interested in these constructs 
of human flourishing. Rather, attending to the possibility of using grati-
tude to God as providing markers of spiritual growth, we would need to 
employ a different set of categories. How one relates to themselves would 
now need to be understood by how one stands in relation to God and how 
one embraces (or doesn’t) that relation. For instance, Paul declares that 
he does not judge himself, and it is God who judges him (1 Cor. 4:3, 5). His 
self-judging is not necessary because he stands before God. In a similar 
way that Paul can simultaneously reject the law and confirm that believ-
ers are fulfillers of it (Gal. 5:18; 6:2), Paul does not judge himself and yet 
can confirm that “I am not aware of anything against myself” (1 Cor. 4:4). 
By not seeking a new self-relation, even a healthy one, Paul discovers one 
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in relation to God that grounds his self, such that the relation he has to 
himself is understood in and through God. 

A study of this sort would focus on self-confessing Christians, and 
would need to attend to: 1. The person’s strategies for self-relation (self-
criticizing, self-attacking, or self-reassuring to use Petrocchi’s and Couy-
oumdjian’s categories), 2. How they understand the God-self relation (at-
tending to whether or not they understand the nature of the gift God has 
given them in giving himself to them by grace), and 3. How their grate-
fulness to God has been formed and embraced. In particular, for this final 
point, a question about whether God’s promeity serves as the only foun-
dation for God’s action, or if God in se is the more primal foundation for 
God’s self-giving love, would need to be assessed. 
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