What It Means to be Human #8

“The Process of Sanctification (part 2)”

Romans 12:1-2
As we continue in our study of What It Means to be Human, I must confess that today’s topic is one I struggle with. And I’m not alone. When it comes to our personality, I have a pretty good grasp on the mind and the will. But when it comes to the heart or the emotions, that’s another matter entirely.

In my research I came across of couple of people whose experience with this subject rang a bell for me. The first is Chuck Swindoll:

Another that stands out in my mind was one of my mother’s favorites: “You can’t trust your feelings.” To this day I can clearly recall her words as she warned us kids against relying on our emotions: “What you really want, son, are the facts. Facts are your friends…feelings will change on you.” As I grew up and became a Christian, this attitude was affirmed again and again. In the churches I attended, the pastors warned against “getting too emotional.” Teachers in Sunday school agreed. If you’re looking for something to give substance to your faith, they said, stay with the facts, not your feelings. Later, as I got under way in seminary, the same axiom was drilled into my head. Start with the facts. Make them the building blocks of your theology. Then, on the basis of those facts, live by faith. Your feelings will fall in line. Often, feelings were treated as if they either didn’t exist or, if they did, were not important, sort of like second-class citizens. Just ignore your feelings; they’ll fall in line…they’ll catch up.

John White, a Christian psychiatrist, similarly records,

In my youth as a Christian I was greatly helped by the story about Faith, Feelings, and Facts, companions together along a tricky pathway. The first two followed Facts who was in the lead. The story taught me that objective truth (Facts) was what mattered, and that my eyes of faith should be pinned on the facts, rather than on my emotions. Mr. Faith, you may remember, was often bothered when Mr. Feelings got into difficulties. However, when he took his eyes off Facts and turned to help Mr. Feelings, he himself invariably got into difficulties until he remembered that his job was to follow Facts, not to worry about Feelings. And according to the story, sooner or later Feelings would catch up. The story teaches both a truth and a lie. The truth is that our faith is based on facts, not on feelings. The lie was that feelings always caught up.

Here’s my problem: I agree with what these two were taught! I would not go so far as to say the feelings always catch up with our intellect, but that they often do. 

Christians often are confused about this whole subject of feelings. Some give the impression that if you walk with the Lord, confessing all known sin, then you will always feel good. Others teach that it is possible for a Christian to have negative emotions, but they must be kept under lock and key and never expressed. To these people, unhappy emotions are a shameful blight on Christian testimony and therefore must never be seen. Such teaching produces spiritual phonies. We all feel bad sometimes. And all “bad” feelings are not morally bad. Some negative feelings, even though excruciating, are perfectly acceptable and normal experiences in the Christian walk and can coexist with a deep sense of peace and joy. Other negative emotions result from sinful thinking and living. But even these should not be hushed up and buried, but should rather be dealt with by examining their causes and doing something constructive to remedy the problem.

I’ll be honest: I have a severe distrust of emotions. I don’t believe they are wrong, in and of themselves, but as I have said on previous occasions, I don’t trust them, and I have advised others against trusting them, too. So, do we dismiss emotions altogether? Did God make a mistake by giving humans emotions? Of course not. But how do we deal with our feelings? That is the subject of today’s message.

The Supreme Reason for the Heart

I want to begin with the supreme reason for the heart. The truth is that God made us emotional as well as rational creatures. Not only are we warm-blooded mammals, but human beings, capable of deep feelings of love, anger, compassion, sorrow and awe.
 Emotions are powerful forces within the human personality.

The Scriptures say much about feelings. We read that the Lord often was moved to compassion as He encountered human need. He felt deep caring emotions. The Greek word translated compassion in the Gospels literally means “bowels” or affections in the letters. John speaks of shutting up the bowels of compassion when you do not respond helpfully to a brother or sister in need. Larry Crabb comments, “Such a person might be called a ‘constipated Christian.’”

Seriously, though, what are emotions? I did what my grade school teachers taught to do when you want to know the meaning of a word—I looked it up in a dictionary. (They would be so proud!) Webster defines “emotion” as

a : the affective aspect of consciousness : feeling

b : a state of feeling

c : a psychic and physical reaction (as anger or fear) subjectively experienced as strong feeling and physiologically involving changes that prepare the body for immediate vigorous action.

While all three definitions are helpful, something really stuck out about the third statement here: Emotions are reactions. How a person feels is generally a reflection of what is going on in their body, surroundings, and their mind’s perceptions. Think about how we describe our feelings: “That makes me so mad!” “That person made me happy.” “That situation scared me to death!” “That final scene brought tears to my eyes!” These are all reactions to what is happening in our lives. In this way, emotions can be compared to a thermometer, reflecting the surrounding environment, as opposed to a thermostat, controlling the surrounding environment.
Another illustration is that feelings serve as vital signs, telling us when things are going well and alerting us when trouble is near. In this role feelings are neutral. They, like our blood pressure or pulse, tell us what, not why. They are neither good nor bad. Jesus acknowledged the presence of emotions and was an emotional person. He wept. He had compassion. He was angry. In the Garden of Gethsemane he was apprehensive.

Furthermore, emotions are adjectives, not verbs. You cannot do angry, you are angry. You cannot do happy, you are happy. Feelings describe our emotional state, but by themselves they are not active. We may allow our emotions to dictate our actions, but that is an operation of the will, not the heart.

Positively, I believe emotions are the spice of life. When we experience good times, emotions allow us to enjoy them. When we undergo difficult occasions, emotions enable us to endure them and to express our innermost reactions. Throughout the Bible, we read that God experiences the wide range of emotions as we do. We cannot exclude our emotional side when considering how we are created in the image and likeness of God.

The Sinful Ruin of the Heart

So, what happened? The key to understanding this is the sinful ruin of the heart. As pointed out in previous messages, we read in Jeremiah 17:9, “The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked; who can know it?” Sin has corrupted the human heart so that our emotional responses are skewed. God created us to react positively to good things and negatively to bad things. But the sinful heart tends to react positively to bad things and negatively to good things. We read in Isaiah 5:20, “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.” Paul writes at the end of Romans chapter one,

Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts… They exchanged the truth of God for a lie… Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts… They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them (Romans 1:24, 25, 26, 29-32).

Mankind has been thoroughly corrupted by sin, and this is seen the most (in my opinion) in our emotions. Our feelings are very strong, and we are told to give our full expression to them. Dr. James Dobson writes, 

Emotional experience in the western world has become the primary motivation of values and actions and even spiritual beliefs. Furthermore, (and this is the point), we are living in a day when people are being encouraged to release their emotions, to grant them even greater power in ruling their destinies. We are told, “if it feels good, do it!” …We live and breathe by the vicissitudes of our feelings, and for many, the depression of the “lows” is significantly more prevalent than the elations of the “highs.” Reason is now dominated by feelings, rather than the reverse as God intended.

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones agrees:

One of the greatest problems in our life in this world, not only for Christians but for all people, is the right handling of our feelings and emotions. Our danger is to submit ourselves to our feelings and to allow them to dictate to us, to govern and to master us and to control the whole of our lives.
 

Lloyd-Jones goes on to point out that, while human feelings are unavoidable, we must recognize that they are uncontrollable—we cannot create them or command them at will—they are unpredictable, and they are unreliable.
 Our whole human being has been tainted and twisted by inherited sin, and that includes our emotions. They are ambiguous because we are ambiguous. Some are good, but others evil, and we have to learn to discriminate between them.

How do we do this? Crabb writes, “Any feeling which is mutually exclusive with compassion involves sin.”
 In other words, when feelings are completely self-oriented (which, in our fallen nature, they usually are), they are wrong. Emotions that only reflect what is happening to me, how this makes me feel, how this affects my life—these are a product of our sin nature. (After all, the core of sin is selfishness.) But when our feelings are moved by how a situation affects others, or God, then we know that our emotions are healthy and good.

Consider the emotions of Jesus: He was moved with compassion when He saw the suffering of others. He wept at the tomb of Lazarus because of the sorrow of Mary and Martha. He was angry at the Temple, not because the buying and selling looked bad on Him, but because it looked bad on His Father. Jesus’ emotions were always selfless.

We are called to “be kind and compassionate to one another” in Ephesians 4:32; “Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn,” in Romans 12:15; and “Be ye angry, and sin not” in Ephesians 4:26. I like how the New Living Translation puts that phrase: “don’t sin by letting anger control you.” That is the key.

The Spiritual Repair of the Heart

The good news is that God’s work in salvation is directed to the heart, not just the mind. When the Lord begins His saving work in the life of the sinner, He goes right to the heart!
 We see the process of sanctification at work in our emotions with the spiritual repair of the heart.

Believe it or not, this began as an Old Testament idea. The Lord spoke through His prophet in Jeremiah 24:7, “I will give them a heart to know me, that I am the Lord. They will be my people, and I will be their God, for they will return to me with all their heart.” Later, He promised in Ezekiel 11:19-20, “I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I will remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh.” And in Ezekiel 36:26-27 we read, “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.”

Notice the connection between the work of the Holy Spirit—”I will put my Spirit in you”—and the spiritual repair of the heart. In fact, this sounds more like a spiritual heart transplant! God gives us a new heart when we come to Him in faith.

This corresponds with Galatians 5, which talks about the fruit of the Holy Spirit. The first three are emotions: love [in the sense of compassion for others], joy and peace.
 When the Holy Spirit takes up residence, He begins the work of repairing our hearts. David Seamands has written Healing for Damaged Emotions, in which he writes,

We preachers have often given people the mistaken idea that the new birth and being “filled with the Spirit” are going to automatically take care of these emotional hang-ups. But this just isn’t true. A great crisis experience of Jesus Christ, as important and eternally valuable as this is, is not a shortcut to emotional health. It is not a quickie cure for personality problems.

It is necessary that we understand this, first of all, so that we can compassionately live with ourselves and allow the Holy Spirit to work with special healing in our own hurts and confusions. We also need to understand this in order to not judge other people too harshly, but to have patience with their confusing and contradictory behavior. In so doing, we will be kept from unfairly criticizing and judging fellow Christians. They’re not fakes, phonies, or hypocrites. They are people, like you and me, with hurts and scars and wrong programming that interfere with their present behavior.

Understanding that salvation does not give instant emotional health offers us an important insight into the doctrine of sanctification. It is impossible to know how Christian a person is, merely on the basis of his outward behavior.

We must allow the Holy Spirit time and space to do this healing work within us (and others). It won’t happen overnight. It may require help from others, even competent professionals. But the healing will happen if we allow the Spirit to work.

One thing He will do within us is to replace corrupted feelings with correct ones. Instead of happiness—which is dependent upon circumstances—He gives us joy. Instead of self-pity, He gives us compassion for others. Instead of fear and worry, He gives us peace. Again, this is a process; it won’t happen overnight. Emotions can’t be commanded instantaneously, they must be influenced gradually.

Most importantly, the Spirit helps us get our emotions under control. Earlier I mentioned Galatians 5 and the fruit of the Spirit. Remember that the last character trait listed is “self control.” How do we do this? Dr. Dobson suggests,

Emotions must always be accountable to the faculties of reason [mind] and will. That accountability is doubly important for those of us who purport to be Christians. If we are to be defeated during life’s spiritual pilgrimage, it is likely that negative emotions will play a dominant role in that discouragement. Satan is devastatingly effective in using the weapons of guilt, rejection, fear, embarrassment, grief, depression, loneliness and misunderstanding. Every river of emotion running deep within the human spirit has the capacity of overflowing its banks and flooding the mind with its rampaging waters…. Our purpose has been to fortify the banks of those rivers with scriptural truth and psychological understanding.

So, am I suggesting that we simply repress or ignore our feelings? Not at all! Scripture indicates that we are to acknowledge our emotional state and then to make right choices about how we will react to our emotions. For example, we are told: “Be angry and sin not,” “Fear not,” “Love not the world,” “Do not let your heart be troubled,” “Love your neighbor as yourself,” “Be content in whatever circumstance you find yourself” and so on. Each of these—anger, fear, love, anxiety and contentment—requires a response in the form of choice and action. This is how faith is applied to feeling.

The mind must control the emotions before the will chooses an action. There have always been some who campaign for the unfettered expression of human emotions… But Christians cannot possibly follow this teaching and give free rein to our emotions.
 The route to good emotional health is to learn “right thinking,” to choose “right behaviors,” and then to experience “right feelings.”
 It’s not about being unemotional, but rather expressing our emotions in a healthy, God-honoring way.

God gave you a mind. Use it to know Him better. Exercise your mind!

God gave you a will. Use it to obey Him. Exercise your will!

God gave you a heart. Use it to enjoy Him in life. Exercise your emotions!

If we refuse to open up, to allow the full prism of His love and truth to shine through our lives, we will miss much of the color life has to offer.
 But if we allow the “spice of life” to overtake our lives, we will find ourselves out of control, miserable, and wondering what’s wrong with us. Allow the Spirit to repair our hearts and gain control.
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