What It Means to be Human #11

“The Practice of the Solution”

selected Scriptures
For the past several weeks we have considered What It Means to be Human from a biblical perspective. We have seen how mankind was created uniquely in the image and likeness of God, that we consist of body, soul, and spirit, and that the soul (or personality) is made up of the intellect (mind), emotions (heart), and volition (will). When God created them, the first man and woman enjoyed unbroken fellowship with God, each other, and were at harmony within themselves.

Then it all fell apart. Adam and Eve rebelled against God’s authority and disobeyed His instructions. As a result, sin entered the universe. The impact of sin was like a bomb dropping on a building, obliterating the spirit, corrupting the soul, and damaging the body with disease, disability, deterioration, and ultimately death. Outwardly mankind continues to function, but inwardly we are a mess! We are separated from God, ostracized from others, and even have a hard time getting along within ourselves. The human race, left to itself, is completely without hope.

But God did not leave us that way.

God the Son came to earth, taking on human form. He lived a perfect life—the only person to ever do so—and laid His life down as a sacrifice, paying the debt for the sin of mankind. He offers the promise of salvation to all. For those who accept this gift of grace, the spirit is revitalized, as the Holy Spirit takes up permanent dwelling therein; the soul is restored in a gradual process by the work of the Holy Spirit; and one day the body will be resurrected and glorified, purged from all the contamination and corruption of sin.

“That’s great,” you might be thinking. “Then why is my life still a wreck?”

In short, it is because we still live in sin-cursed bodies in a sin-cursed world. The process of sanctification is still ongoing in our lives (and in the lives of those believers we encounter), and, frankly, we still struggle with temptation to sin and the consequences of when we do sin. So this morning, as we wrap up our study, I want to attempt to put it all together. How do we get from where we were to where we want to be? 

The first step is spiritual. Unless we are born again, accepting by faith the grace of God through Jesus Christ, there is no hope. Oh, you may be able to make some incidental changes in your life, but it will be like rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. 

Paul writes in Ephesians 2:1-5,

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature  and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.

Without Christ, we are dead in our sins, helpless and hopeless. With Christ, we are made alive, with the promise of God’s Spirit living in us. We read in Romans 8:9, “You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.” Every Christian has the power and person of the Holy Spirit living inside them.

Now the attention is turned to the soul, or personality. How do we, in the power of the Holy Spirit, make a change for the better in our lives? The process I want to lay out for you this morning, much of it inspired by Larry Crabb’s book, Effective Biblical Counseling,
 is to identify problems, instruct principles, and implement practices. This can work in helping other people (which is the intent of Dr. Crabb’s book) or can be used to deal with our own issues. 

Identify Problems

The first step is to identify problems. In an earlier message I pointed out that the way God created us to function is that the mind directs the will to act, and the heart, then, either confirms what we did as right or condemns what we did as wrong. Ultimately, this is where we want to arrive. But in order to identify problems, we are going to take this in reverse order.

First, we need to identify problem feelings. Why do we begin here? Emotions are usually the most apparent factors. They are the results of problem behaving and thinking, which serve as the roots. 
Dr. Crabb points out that, five emotions—anxiety, resentment, guilt, despair, and a vague sense of emptiness—are basic, and that all other negative emotions are either shadings or derivatives of these basic feelings.
 We have seen that these are the results of unsuccessful attempts to meet our basic personal needs of security and significance because we are trying to satisfy them with something other than God.

Ask yourself, “Am I sad? Am I mad? Am I anxious? Do I feel hopeless? Do I feel empty inside? What is it that I feel?” Don’t try to change how you feel—that will come later—but just try to identify problem feelings you are experiencing. These emotions are a necessary initial focus in order to trace back to the roots of the problem.

The next step is to identify problem behavior. In other words, “What was I doing when those problem feelings surfaced?” (This is much more helpful than asking, “Why do I feel this way?” for that question is often unanswerable.) If the problem feeling is guilt, we may look for an unreachable goal that we set for ourselves (or someone set for us); if the problem is anxiety, we may look for a fear of failure in some area of our lives; if we are angry, bitter, or resentful, we may be blocked by some external circumstance beyond our control. If our mind is filled with despair, perhaps there was some lifelong goal that we failed to accomplish; or perhaps we did accomplish it, yet we are left feeling empty. 

Remember, our emotions are reactive by nature, so they are generally caused by the actions (or inaction) of ourselves or others. The root of problem feelings is problem behavior. But that is not all.

Third, we need to identify problem thinking. Why are we doing (or not doing) that which is causing my problem feelings? This is where we get to our basic assumptions of how we meet our fundamental needs of significance and security. The process begins with a basic assumption: “[Something or someone] will make me significant or secure.” Based on this assumption, we set goals and objectives, which shapes our behavior to meet those goals. 

People pursue irresponsible ways of living as a means of defending against feelings of insignificance and insecurity. In most cases these folks have arrived at a wrong idea as to what constitutes significance and security. And these false beliefs are at the core of their problems. Wrong patterns of living develop from wrong philosophies of living. “As [a man] thinks in his heart, so is he” (Proverbs 23:7). The obvious problem may be one’s behavior, but the core issue is one’s beliefs. You will not correct the problem by insisting on responsible behavior. A change in thinking is required.

And it may go beyond a mere change in thinking; a change in attitude may be necessary. “What’s the difference between thinking and attitude?” Good question! An attitude is a firmly held assumption or belief, usually learned in an emotional climate and therefore charged with strong affective components. In other words, a person’s basic assumption of what he needs to be significant or secure is more than merely an academic opinion. As we might say in everyday language, an attitude is something a person “really believes.” Because assumptions are believed emotionally, changing attitudes requires far more than simply pointing out wrong assumptions and actions.

Instruct Principles

Once the problem feelings, behavior, and thinking have been identified, the hard work begins. Usually it takes months if not years to arrive at where we are mentally and emotionally; it is not going to change overnight! Emotions are not something that can be turned on and off like a switch. You cannot “talk sense” to your feelings and have instant results. 

Once we have identified problems in our feeling, behaving, and thinking, we must instruct ourselves with the principles of God’s Word.  In other words, we must tell ourselves the truth. A terrific example of this is found in Psalm 42-43, which I believe was originally one psalm. Psalm 42 begins with familiar words:

As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God? My tears have been my food day and night, while men say to me all day long, “Where is your God?” These things I remember as I pour out my soul: how I used to go with the multitude, leading the procession to the house of God, with shouts of joy and thanksgiving among the festive throng.

We sing the first verse in the beautiful chorus, but I don’t think that was the attitude of the psalmist when these words were originally penned. These are words of desperation and despondency. Here he identifies his problem feelings.

What is causing those feelings? For one, others are taunting him with the words, “Where is your God?” He is listening to their sneers more than he is the Spirit of God. For another, consider the tenses of the verbs in verse four: “…how I used to go with the multitude, leading the procession to the house of God, with shouts of joy and thanksgiving among the festive throng.” This is past tense—he is remembering what he used to do, not what he is doing now. Perhaps his problem behavior is that he is no longer worshiping the Lord with His people, or perhaps his problem thinking is that he assumed he must worship publicly or not at all.

The next verse, occurring three times in the two psalms, holds the key: “Why are you downcast, O my soul? Why so disturbed within me? Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God.”
In short, the psalmist talks to himself.
 I know that sounds like a definition of a crazy person, but this is actually the key to victory. He talks to himself. In fact, he gives himself a good talking to! He will not give in to his moods. Instead of answering his own questions or excusing himself, he immediately prescribes the remedy: he must “hope” or trust in God. Here is where we clarify biblical thinking. This is where the mind comes in. We focus our attention on facts, not feelings. And this is done by an act of the will—we must choose to focus on these facts. John Stott writes,

We must give up his introspection and self-pity, our wistful reminiscences and our pained resentment at the mockery of our enemies. The cure for depression is neither to look in at our grief, nor back to our past, nor around at our problems, but away and up to the living God. He is our help and our God, and if we trust him now, we shall soon have cause to praise him again.

When we do this, life will not be a mirror in which we see only ourselves; it will be a window through which we see God.
 This is how we can conquer those feelings rather than succumb to them.

Chuck Swindoll concludes,

Every believer in Jesus Christ must ultimately come to the place where he is going to trust God’s Word completely before he can experience consistent victory. His Book is our single source of tangible truth. We try every other crutch—we lean on self…on others…on feelings…on bank accounts…on good works…on logic and reason…on human perspective—and we continually end up with the short straw and churning. God has given His written Word and the promise of His light to all His children.

We must instruct ourselves with truth rather than relying solely on our emotions. I am not suggesting that we ignore our feelings—they’re real—but we must not let them control us. The turning point is submitting ourselves to the truth of God’s Word.

Implement Practices

Based on this biblical instruction, the final step is to implement practices that are consistent with what God desires. Once we have established right thinking (based on the Scriptures), then we must exercise right behaviors. Notice how this was true in Psalms 42-43: “Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise him, my Savior and my God.” Here is the key: we must commit ourselves to right action regardless of how we feel!
This involves a commitment to act on the basis of the newly learned knowledge that says. “Okay, I agree that this new thinking is biblical. Even if I don’t feel it, I choose to believe it and commit myself to acting consistently with it even though I do not feel like performing the necessary behavior.”

Many people get “hung up” right here. When I tell them that they must do what is consistent with right thinking whether they feel like it or not, they often say, “But that’s hypocritical. I wouldn’t mean it. I’d just be pretending.” Their point is completely invalid. Certainly their behavior contradicts their feelings, but should subjective feelings be the major guide for a Christian’s behavior? We live in a subjective age. “Be true to yourself.” “Do whatever you feel.” “I’ve gotta be me.” But is such thinking biblical?

Much of our evangelical Christianity is man-centered. We need to return to a God-centered Christian position that teaches that you do what God says to do whether you feel like it or not. I sometimes feel like skipping work. But as I think about it, I know I should go to work. What should control my behavior— how I feel or what I think? I don’t always like obeying God. I often feel like sinning. I know, however, what is true — that God has bought me, that I belong to Him, that He is my Lord. What should control me—how I feel or what I know to be true?
Once the commitment is made, the next step is to just do it. The insights achieved in the instruction stage do not really become a part of the person until he begins acting on them. The Lord reveals the hearts of many in Ezekiel 33:30-32,
“As for you, son of man, your countrymen are talking together about you by the walls and at the doors of the houses, saying to each other, ‘Come and hear the message that has come from the Lord.’ My people come to you, as they usually do, and sit before you to listen to your words, but they do not put them into practice. With their mouths they express devotion, but their hearts are greedy for unjust gain. Indeed, to them you are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but do not put them into practice.”
Jesus taught in Matthew 7:24-27,

Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash. 

What was the difference between them? Both heard, but only one put His words into practice. In Luke 8:21, when someone told Jesus that His mother and brothers were looking for him, He replied, “My mother and brothers are those who hear God’s word and put it into practice.” Again, the importance of doing as well as hearing is stressed. James 1:22 puts it bluntly: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” Finally, Paul writes in Philippians 4:9, “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice.”
When we do this, when we establish right thinking and exercise right behavior, we will experience right feelings. Now, as I mentioned before, this will not happen immediately. It may take some time for your emotions to catch up with your intellect and your will. But as you rely on God and trust in His Word, you will begin to experience peace and joy, and that will be a gratifying and reassuring experience.
 Look for this evidence of the Spirit’s work in your life and make sure that it is noticed and enjoyed. Many Christians have had the experience of “feeling really good” when they are consciously abiding in Christ and the experience of feeling that “something is wrong” when they are out of fellowship. That is, in part, the work of the Holy Spirit through the conscience of the believer. 

This is what it means to be human…in the way God originally designed us. Our spirit—empowered by the Spirit of God—restoring our soul through the renewing of our mind, the rejuvenating of the will, and the repairing of the heart, guiding the decision making process that prompts the body to action. 

I realize this is an overview, a rather simple diagram of our very complex nature. This study does not answer every question or deal with every possible scenario in the human experience. Much more can be said about how different conditions of the body work on the mind, heart, and will. Physical, mental, and emotional illnesses present a variety of challenges to us, and there are times we will need professional help to get through our situations. But I hope this provides for you a structure for understanding the basics of human nature—of who we are and how we work—so that it may prove to be helpful to you or to others you know. 

As we come to the conclusion of this message—and this series of messages—I want to close with a Scripture text we considered way back in the very first sermon. I want to read 1 Thessalonians 5:23-24 the way Paul originally meant it—as a prayer.

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. The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.

Amen.
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