What It Means to be Human #1

“The Principle of Self (part 1)”

selected Scriptures

New Year’s means various things to different people. For some it is a time to celebrate and party, while for others it is a time to contemplate and plan. Some reflect back while others project ahead, making New Year’s resolutions they hope last longer than a week or so. Others become rather philosophical at the beginning of a new year.

I realize that the mere mention of philosophy turns off many listeners. You may agree with the one who defined philosophy as “a blind man in a dark room looking for a black cat that isn’t there.”
 Or you may be able to relate with the experience of my uncle who took a course on philosophy in college. The final exam was a single essay question: “Why?” He wrote several pages trying to address the single-word query, and I think he received a B- grade. Another student simply wrote, “Why not?” and got an A+.

Philosophy has not always had such a bad reputation, though. The ancient Greeks viewed philosophy as the highest of human attainments, and they built their whole society around it. Educated Greeks took their philosophy very seriously. There were at least four dozen distinct philosophical systems that competed with each other for influence and acceptance. Many of them were overtly religious, explaining human origin, morality, social relationships, and human destiny in terms of a pantheon of pagan gods. These Greek philosophies were very sophisticated and were the basis of all social, economic, political, and educational relations. Most if not all of them were totally at odds with the revealed truth of Scripture.
 For this reason, many Christians shy away from philosophy completely. 

I don’t think we have to toss out the baby with the bath water, so to speak, when it comes to philosophy. In fact, every one of us has a philosophy about life, whether we are consciously aware of it or not. And it shapes our values, goals, and ideals. These days it is called a worldview.
Philosophers usually focus on four basic questions: 

· Who am I? This deals with our identity
· Where did I come from? This deals with our history
· Where am I going? This deals with our destiny
· Why am I here? This deals with our purpose
Fifteen years ago I preached a series that dealt with the middle two questions, entitled “The History and Destiny of the Human Race.” Then, four years ago, we went on a nearly year long journey on the fourth question, discovering our purpose. This morning I want to begin to address the first question, “Who am I?” Or, put another way, “What does it mean to be human?” We hear a lot today about “identity theft” and people who “identify” as something they are not. But what does the Bible say about our identity?

The Creation of Humanity

We begin, as we should, at the beginning, with the creation of humanity. In the first chapter of the first book of the Bible, we witness the origin of the human race. Creation is recorded over six days, and on the sixth day we read in Genesis 1:26-27,

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him, male and female he created them. 

Much has been made (and rightly so) about the plural pronouns used by God—”Let us make man in our image, in our likeness…”—but equally significant is the plural pronoun regarding man—“let them rule…male and female he created them.” While we will dig into this more in our next message, suffice it to say that God created mankind—men and women—in His image and likeness.

Two other terms stand out in this passage: “make” and “created.” Both of these words suggest that mankind was created with a purpose; they did not appear by accident. Secular humanism claims that we are accidents of nature; that humanity is the end result of millions of years of evolution; and they reject the notion of intelligent design. If they were correct, human beings would have no identity and no purpose. History and destiny would both be meaningless.

Thankfully they are wrong.

This is seen further in the next chapter, Genesis 2:7, where we read, “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” This verse completes the thought of Genesis 1:26-27. There God “created”; here God “formed.” Throughout chapter one God created ex nihilo (“out of nothing”), speaking into existence that which did not previously exist. But here He formed man from the “dust of the ground”—already-existing material. The verb form is used specifically of the work of a potter, as in Isaiah 45:9, “Woe to him who quarrels with his Maker, to him who is but a potsherd among the potsherds on the ground. Does the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you making?’ Does your work say, ‘He has no hands?’” 
 After God formed (or shaped) the body from dust, we read that He “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” Derek Kidner notes, “breathed is warmly personal, with the face-to-face intimacy of a kiss and the significance that this was an act of giving as well as making; and self-giving at that.”
 Genesis 2:7 teaches that man’s nature is both physical and spiritual. God not only “formed man from the dust of the ground”; He also “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” It was only when this twofold act had been accomplished that “man became a living soul.”
 We will return to this verse in a moment.

The Composition of Humanity

Now we turn to the composition of humanity, what we are made of. I preface these remarks by stating that there is a wide spectrum of understanding among biblical scholars on this matter. Some believe mankind is composed of two parts—material and immaterial—while others see man in three dimensions—body, soul, and spirit—while still others argue that man is essentially a unit, incomplete without any of these components. While I agree in principle with the third view, the Scriptures do distinguish between three entities, and we will use these distinctions throughout our study. 
Turn with me now to the New Testament, first the 1 Thessalonians 5:23, “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Three distinct Greek terms are used here: “spirit,” pneuma; “soul,” psyche; and “body,” soma. You may recognize the first term, which literally means “breath”—we get “pneumonia” and “pneumatic” from this root, referring to breathing. In fact, in both Hebrew and Greek, the same word is translated “spirit” and “breath,” and are often interchangeable. You may also recognize the second term, from which we get our term “psychology.” Literally the field of psychology is “the study of the soul.” This implies that there is an immaterial, or spiritual aspect of reality that must be understood. Theologian Wayne Grudem says,

Scripture is very clear that we do have a soul that is distinct from our physical bodies, which not only can function somewhat independently of our ordinary thought processes (1 Cor. 14:14; Rom. 8:16), but also, when we die, is able to go on consciously acting and relating to God apart from our physical bodies.

Christianity acknowledges the existence of the soul, but most secular worldviews deny it. Ironically, the idea of an immaterial soul does not have much of a home in the world of psychology, though the very meaning of the word means the study of the soul.

 While some will agree that man has material and immaterial components, they reject the distinction between “soul” and “spirit.” Yet we read in Hebrews 4:12, “For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” Here the two are shown as distinct entities. Furthermore, we read in Jude 19 of men “who follow mere natural instincts and do not have the Spirit.” Literally that reads, they are psychikoí (a form of psyche) pneúma meé échontes (“not having spirit”). J. B. Phillips renders this, “they are led by human emotions and never by the Spirit of God.” As we will see in a moment, emotions are one part of the human soul.

And so the composition of humanity is body, soul, and spirit. Someone has explained it this way: our body is made up of the same materials as the world around us, and gives us world consciousness; our spirit is of the same “material” as God, and gives us God-consciousness; and our soul is what gives us self-consciousness—it’s what causes us to know that we love chocolate and hate spinach, for example.

Before we move on, let’s return to a verse we considered earlier, Genesis 2:7, “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” Nineteenth-century German scholar Franz Delitzsch writes in his book, A System of Biblical Psychology,
We cannot consider with sufficient care Genesis 2:7; for this one verse is of such deep significance that interpretation can never exhaust it: it is the foundation of all true anthropology and psychology.

The verse can be broken down very simply: “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground [that is the body], and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life [that is the spirit]; and man became a living [soul].” Once again, I believe the Bible does teach a three-fold composition of humanity: body, soul, and spirit.
Some even believe that with these characteristics “the Divine Trinity has its counterpart in human nature.”
 As God exists as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, so mankind exists as spirit, soul, and body. Perhaps this is part of the divine design.

The Components of Personality

With our remaining time I would like to introduce the components of personality. Within the three concepts mentioned above, this has to do with the “soul” of mankind. In a sense, this is what psychology is all about. While “psychology” is not a biblical word, the word psyche is. It appears 106 times in the New Testament, translated both “soul” and “life.” The Hebrew term nepesh appears 754 times in the Old Testament, and is translated “soul,” “life,” “creature,” “person,” and even “self.” I’ll be honest: My early experience with psychology was largely negative, because in my classes on the subject—even in Bible college—the emphasis was on secular psychology, such as the teachings of Freud, Skinner, and Rogers. These schools of thought reject the Bible as truth, and their assumptions and conclusions are hopelessly skewed. But don’t let that turn you off to the subject as a whole (as it almost did to me). As William Kilpatrick says, “In short, although Christianity is more than a psychology, it happens to be better psychology than psychology is.”

The soul, or personality, of mankind is also made up of three components. There is the intellect, that which we know; the emotions, that which we feel; and the volition, that which we choose. Often in Scripture the intellect is referred to as the “mind”; the emotions are referred to as the “heart”; and the volition is referred to as the “will.” These are the terms I will use throughout our study. Warren Wiersbe writes, “When God made us, He made us in His own image. This means that we have a personality patterned after God’s. We have a mind to think with, a heart to feel with, and a will with which to make decisions.”
 Even in the secular world, these three are seen to comprise personality.

Chuck Swindoll puts it this way: “God gave man a mind to know God, a heart to love God, and a will to obey God.”
 Ruth Paxson elaborates,

When God placed the spirit within the body its home on earth, the union of these two produced a third part and man became a living soul. The soul uniting spirit and body gave man individuality, it was the cause of his existence as a distinct being. The soul, consisting of intellect, emotion and will became the central part the seat, as it were, of man’s being.

The soul acted as the middleman between the spirit and the body; it was the bond which united them and the channel through which they acted upon each other. The soul stood thus midway between two worlds: through the body it was linked to the visible, material and earthly; through the spirit it was linked with the unseen, spiritual and heavenly. To it was given the power to determine which world should dominate man.

So let’s see how this works. The spirit of a person is that part that relates to God. When Adam and Eve were first created, they had perfect fellowship with God, from one Spirit to another spirit. That fellowship strengthened the human spirit, which in turn had a profound effect on the soul—the mind, heart, and will—which, in turn, directed the body to act. However, when Adam and Eve sinned, this produced devastating results in every area, particularly the spirit. (We will look into this in detail in a couple of weeks.)

I have found this diagram helpful to illustrate how the spirit, soul, and body relate:
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The spirit influences the mind and the heart, which in turn advise the will, which decides what the body will do. Think of the will as the president, with the mind and heart as advisors. The advisors may be experts in their fields, but ultimately it is the president that must make the decision, which is then carried out by his subordinates.

For example, the alarm goes off at six o’clock on Monday morning. Your mind says, “It’s Monday morning. You need to get up and go to work.” Your heart says, “I don’t wanna get up! I’m warm and comfortable, and it’s cold out there! I wanna stay in bed all day!” What happens next? That depends on the will. If the will listens to the mind, you will get out of bed and get ready for work. If the will listens to the heart, you will stay in bed (and probably lose your job!) If the will decides on a compromise, you will hit the snooze and get up ten minutes later! 

That may be a silly example, but it shows how the components of personality work. Life is made up of choices. The choosing agent within each person is the will. The will is “advised” by the intellect (mind) and emotions (heart). When the mind and heart agree, the choice is easy; it is when the two are at odds that tough decisions have to be made. And the Bible has a lot to say about the mind, heart, and will. We will examine these in the weeks to come.

So, what does this mean to us? We should first conclude that our special creation gives each human being individual worth and value. Because God made us, and made us like Himself, you and I are precious beings. One author writes,

As a reflection of the Creator, each person is precious to God. As a bearer of God’s image, each person is worth even the price of redemption. You and I can never again look at others or ourselves as valueless or base. We bear the image of God. And we are important to Him.
 

Not only does this apply to our relationship with God, but also with others and even with ourselves. If human beings are special to God, we must learn to love others, and can love ourselves as well. In answering that basic question, “Who am I?” we can boldly say, “I am a human being, created in the image and likeness of Almighty God, made to have fellowship with Him!” How do we do that? Chuck Swindoll suggests,

God gave you a mind. Use it to know Him better. Study the doctrines that put steel into the cement of your faith. Exercise your mind!

God gave you emotions. Don’t be afraid of them. Let them out. Allow your heart to show through. Exercise your emotions!

God gave you a will. Use it to obey Him. Make decisions that honor Him and please Him. Exercise your will!

Many folks have made New Year’s resolutions about losing weight or improving their health. Proper diet and exercise are essential for good physical health. The same can be said for our spiritual health as well. Here is a good exercise plan for our souls!
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