What It Means to be Human #10

“The Process of Sanctification (part 4)”

selected Scriptures
What is the best thing about being human?

I realize that is a purely subjective question—there is no right or wrong answer, it is merely a matter of opinion—but I wonder how people would answer that question. Would it be the ability to see, to hear, to taste, to smell, to touch, to think, or to feel? As we have been considering the subject What It Means to be Human over the past several weeks, we have seen that mankind is made up of body, soul, and spirit, and that the soul of humanity can be further understood as intellect, emotions, and volition, or in more common terms, mind, heart, and will. 

Certainly we admit that God has given us all these capacities, and to remove any one would make us less than His original design for us. But, for the sake of argument, if we had to choose one as the best thing about being human, what would it be? I agree with the classic British preacher G. Campbell Morgan, who speaks in one of his sermons of “the central citadel of human life, the will of man.”
 In another message he states, 

The final glory of a human being is that of volition, that of choice. I can choose. I can elect. I can decide. Or, to put it back into the simplest word of all, I can will. This is the dignity of human life.

John Stott adds that God did not make us animals, for animals are ruled by built-in reflexes and instincts. Yes, we have certain instincts, but we are not just instinctual creatures—we are greater than that. Nor did He create us as puppets, to be dangled on a string, or manipulated by a hand in a glove. Nor did He make us computers, controlled by an external programmer. No, He made us persons who are self-conscious and self-determining. Every one of us has a will that is distinct from other people’s wills. Our will is an essential part of our God-like humanness.
 Madeleine L’Engle adds, “It is the ability to choose that makes us human.” 

Yet this ability to make choices has a down side, as we will see. Through the will of the first humans, sin was introduced into the world. Sin is basically a matter of the will. For us to assert our will against God’s will is rebellion, and rebellion is the root of sin.
 The problem of sin isn’t basically an intellectual or an emotional problem; it’s the result of rebellion against God.
 Our greatest asset has become our greatest liability.

The Reality of the Human Will

We begin with the reality of the human will. As we have seen, God has given us a mind with which to think, emotions with which to feel deeply, a conscience with which to make moral judgments, and a will with which to make responsible decisions.
 When He created us in His image, He gave us a will—an ability to choose.

Choice is a conscious or unconscious act of the individual will whereby a decision is made to prefer one object or course of action above another one. For choice to be real there must be more than one possible object from which to choose, and the selecting individual must be free to make a decision without being hampered by external pressures of other forms of harassment. Freedom is thus an essential ingredient of decisions involving choice, and this in turn rests upon the nature of the human will. It is common for theologians, ethicists, and others to speak in terms of “free will.” But this description is rather gratuitous at best, since human beings never experience the will in any other sense than “free.”
 If you only have one option, you cannot exercise your will, for the power to choose presupposes more than one choice. We will return to this thought later in this message.

“But what about the sovereignty of God?” some might ask. John Phillips replies, 

Now whatever may or may not be said about the sovereignty of God and the lordship of Christ, one thing is sure: the Lord Jesus does not force Himself upon us. The sovereignty of God takes into account the existence in the universe of other wills besides His own, wills brought into existence by the will of God. To each of us is given a measure of volition and powers of choice. Within certain bounds, decreed by Himself and set to a large extent by our mortality, frailty, and utter humanity, God has given us the right to choose. Otherwise, we would not be people but puppets.

In the end, God works all things out in conformity to His own perfect will. But in some wonderful way far beyond our limited power to comprehend, He takes our choices and the choices of all rational creatures in the universe and makes them work together to further His own sublime and sovereign will. Nevertheless, within the limits that He has set for us, we have the power of choice.

If that is not so, then such statements as “Whosoever will may come” and “Wilt thou be made whole?” and “Choose you this day whom you will serve” are all meaningless rhetoric. We must have some measure of sovereignty, some right to choose; otherwise, we are not moral agents. In that case, we are just pieces placed on the great chessboard of life, pushed hither and yon by circumstances over which we have no control, manipulated by blind forces, and then damned eternally if we fail to make a decision that we were never free to make in the first place. Such a concept of the sovereignty of God outrages our common sense.

We must admit, however, that our will is not entirely free for, like every other aspect of our personhood, the will has been corrupted by sin. Since the fall, our will has become self-centered. We are in bondage to our own self-centeredness.
 

The reality is, however, that in addition to the mind and the heart, people have a capacity for choosing how they behave. Any concept of personality that left out the will would be incomplete. The New Testament has two root words (boule and thelema) that convey the notion of choice.
 Though some Bible scholars interpret these Greek terms as interchangeable and synonymous,
 Kenneth Wuest points out that boulē is “a desire which comes from one’s rational processes” as contrasted to thelēma, which is “a desire which comes from one’s emotional nature.”
 This reflects what we have already seen, how the intellect and emotions influence the will into making decisions. Morgan writes, “Every man’s will is dominated by his intellect and his emotion.”
 When they agree, a decision is easy; when they are at odds with one another, the choice is more difficult.

People generally choose to do what makes sense to them. In other words, one’s intellectual perceptions and evaluations about life determine the range of behavior within which people choose to perform.
 This is why the “renewing of the mind” is vital in the work of sanctification, for the will operates within the limits of what we know and feel.

The Responsibility of the Human Will

This brings us to the responsibility of the human will. Yes, the ability to choose is a wonderful privilege, but it also brings an awesome responsibility. Morgan comments, “Responsibility is created by the voice of God; when the voice of God speaks, man’s will is free to obey or to disobey.”
 Most of us can think of a time when we faced a fork in the road. We could have turned either way, but we intentionally stepped toward what was wrong instead of what was right. We then faced the consequences of our choice.

God has created His universe with a “cause and effect” relationship. This is seen in Newton’s Third Law of Motion: “For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.” However, when it comes to human choices, the reaction is not always equal or opposite. Charles Stanley comments,

God has given us in Scripture a principle that serves both as a warning and an encouragement: “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap” (Gal. 6:7). Every farmer understands the hidden meaning in this principle: we reap [like] what we sow, [larger] than we sow, and later than we sow.

Eight times in the Old Testament God says that the one who chooses to disobey Him will “bear the consequences” of their sin. When we choose a certain path at any fork in the road, consequences will always follow. Sometimes these are desirable, while other times they are difficult to bear. Remember this the next time you are making an important decision. Don’t just think about what makes sense in the moment; think about the consequences of your choice. Don’t forget the cost of your decision.

Life is filled with choices. Think about the choices you have already made today: You chose to get out of bed. You chose the clothes you are wearing. You chose what you ate for breakfast—even if the choice was nothing; that is still a choice! You chose to come to church this morning. 

God has always challenged His created human beings to make choices. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve had to choose between God’s instruction and the serpent’s invitation. On the cusp of the promised land Moses challenged the Israelites in Deuteronomy 30:19,

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him.
What were the options? Life and death, blessings and curses. Actually, those were the consequences of choice. Their options were to obey God’s commands or not to obey.

One generation later, Joshua similarly challenged the people in Joshua 24:14-15,

Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.
Here the choice was whom the people would serve. Notice they did not have the option of serving no one. They could serve the Lord or they could serve the gods of the Canaanites. There were no other choices. As the theologian Bob Dylan put it, “It might be the devil or it might be the Lord but you gotta serve somebody.”

You might say, “Well, I won’t make a choice, then.” That is choosing! James 4:17 states, “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.” Sin is always in the realm of the will.
 Some speak of sins of commission (doing wrong) and sins of omission (not doing right). Both are choices.

This year is an election year, but not for the President. We will hear many decry the failure of millions of Americans to exercise their freedom to vote. For a great number of people, this has become a way of life. They choose not to choose. They passively let others make choices that impact their lives, then whine and moan about how unfair life is and what victims they are. They are abandoning their God-given ability to make choices.

Others use the excuse, “I don’t have any other choice!” That is almost always a lie. There may not be any good alternatives—you may have to pick the lesser of two evils—but there is always a choice! And usually there are more than two choices. But often we are too intellectually lazy to think through a situation to see what options exist. 

I believe both the passive ones who refuse to choose and those who claim to have no choice are both after the same thing: avoiding responsibility. They don’t want to be blamed if it comes out wrong. I’ll let you in on a secret: You are responsible for your choices regardless! Throughout Scripture God holds people accountable for their actions and their inactivity. There is no excuse! As one writer put it, “no sin is involuntary.”
 

Every single one of us has the capacity to choose. Each of us faces countless choices every day, from the seemingly insignificant to the monumental. Nearly every situation provides more than one option, and we might need to think creatively to see them all.

Many of our decisions are amoral—neither right nor wrong. What you ate for breakfast or the color of your clothes are not moral decisions (though they are choices nonetheless). These choices have many legitimate options and we are free to choose between them.

When God speaks, though, we are under obligation to choose to either obey Him or not. We will ultimately be held responsible for the decisions we make—even if our decision is not to make a deliberate choice. We cannot escape that responsibility.

The Rejuvenation of the Human Will

The good news, though, is found in the rejuvenation of the human will. In the process of sanctification the Holy Spirit is at work reprogramming our mind, repairing our heart, renewing the conscience, and rejuvenating the will. 

The most important choice we will ever make has to do with Jesus Christ. The degree of emotional conviction involved in the choice will differ from person to person. Some Christians are concerned whether they had “believed enough,” confusing belief with emotional persuasion. True belief starts with the will.
 The Bible says, “Whosoever will may come.” It is not enough to know about Jesus or to have good feelings about Jesus; we must come to Him by and act of the will. Repentance is an act of the will to change the direction of our lives. Yes, it involves changing our mind about but basically it’s a question of choice. You choose to think differently.
 Furthermore, we are to “trust” or “believe” in Jesus, both of which are verbs. These are things we do, and they are decisions of the will. Dynamic faith is not intellectual contemplation or emotional consternation; it leads to obedience on the part of the will.

Once we are saved, we are called to follow Christ, to obey His commands. What are His commands? Jesus said in Matthew 22:37-39, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind… Love your neighbor as yourself.” To love is to will an attitude toward God and another person, regardless of what one’s feelings may be. Love is the will to obey God!

One mark of spiritual maturity is how well you handle your feelings. Do they control you, or do you control them? You can’t prevent emotions from rising. They have a natural, normal psychological basis. But once the emotion arises, what do you do with it? It’s a question of the will.

The ultimate measure of spiritual maturity is the degree to which we submit our wills to God’s. In this area, Jesus is our perfect Model. At the center of His ordeal in the Garden of Gethsemane is the question of two wills. He refers to His own will, and He refers to the will of His Father, and He is concerned about the proper relationship between those two wills. Which will is to be preeminent? There is no doubt in His own mind, because at the end of Matthew 26:39 and 42 He prays, “Not my will but Yours be done” and “Your will be done.”
 This is the essence of true prayer and discipleship—not the self-centered exercise of our will but the total surrender of our will to God’s will.

But how can we do this? We read in Philippians 2:12-13,
Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. 

Paul reminds them that it is possible for them to work out their salvation because it is God who works in them both to will and to do for His good pleasure. This means that it is the Holy Spirit who puts within us the wish or desire to do His will in the first place. Then He also works in us the power to carry out the desire. Here again we have the wonderful merging of the divine and human. In a sense, we are called on to work out our salvation. In another sense, it is only God who can enable us to do it. We must do our part, and God will do His.

Thank God that He created within us a human will.
 I am so glad to have the ability to choose! We have tremendous freedom of choice as Americans, and I believe we ought to employ it and enjoy it. We also have a wonderful liberty as Christians, with countless options and opportunities laying before us. Don’t be like Adam and Eve. God said to them, “You are free to eat from any tree of the garden except one.” I don’t know how many trees there were in the garden, but I’d bet there were more than two! My guess is that there were perhaps dozens or hundreds of other trees from which they were free to eat! But they focused on the one they couldn’t. We get that way sometimes. We focus only on the forbidden options. And people complain, “Christianity is too rigid! It’s all a bunch of ‘thou shalt nots!’” I look at it differently. If we spent more time doing the dos, we wouldn’t have time to do the don’ts! 

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

God gave you a heart. Use it to enjoy Him in life.

God gave you a will. Use it to trust and obey Him.
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