OUT OF THE HEART
(A study in Spiritual Formation)
Introduction
Today, we begin a new study titled Out of the Heart.
I’d like to introduce our study to you by asking you to do something.
Write down on the piece of paper provided for you a positive and a
negative quality of yours. I mean by that something positive and
negative about the person that you are. I’ll then list the cumulative
positive and negative qualities that we have on the board. This whole
exercise is anonymous. No one will know what you wrote down.
Looking at the qualities of character that you see on the board, let me
ask you two questions.
First, what kind of person are you? Expanding on our original exercise, if
you listed all your positive and negative qualities on a sheet of paper,
what would they be? Those qualities that you’ve listed reveal the way
that you are.
The second question is this. Why are you the way that you are?
you have those positive and negative qualities that you have?

Why do

This study, Out of the Heart, addresses that second question and a whole
host of issues that it raises. By the time that we finish it, all of us will
understand why we are the way that we are and how we can change. By
change I mean how we can continually grow and become better and better
persons, the kind of persons that both God and we want us to be.
The materials that I share with you will come from many sources, the two
primary of which are these: the Bible first of all and Dallas Willard’s book
Renovation of the Heart second of all.
We Live from the Depths
Our study has a thematic passage and it’s Mark 7:14-23. Notice the
words in verse 21,“out of the heart of men.” Those words provide us
with the title for our study, Out of the Heart. Let’s examine this passage
and determine what that is all about.
In verses 1-5, the Pharisees condemned Jesus’ disciples for eating bread
with unwashed hands. That’s because they majored in ceremonial purity.
They believed that certain external acts made people clean or unclean
ceremonially.
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Verses 1-4 explain this quite well. They show us that one of the acts
that made people unclean was eating with unwashed hands. Well, the
disciples of Jesus, according to verse 2, did just that.
The Pharisees then vigorously condemned them to Him for it in verse 5.
That verse makes clear that ceremonial purity and the outer acts that
went along with it was the defining issue for the Pharisees.
Jesus responded in verses 6-13 by telling the Pharisees that they were
hypocrites. They were ceremonially clean, He said, but morally unclean.
They were morally unclean both inwardly, verse 6, and outwardly, verses
7-13. What they were and did morally displeased God greatly.
But Jesus didn’t leave it at that. He went on to declare in verses 14-16
that not only did He condemn them but their traditions of ceremonial
purity as well. Those traditions assumed that people were internally
clean. Thus, the sources of defilement were external like getting dirt on
the hands. But Jesus rejected and debunked that assumption in these
verses. He made it clear that it’s what’s inside us not outside us that
defiles us. That was one of the most fundamental assumptions of Jesus.
As was frequently the case, the disciples didn’t understand what Jesus
meant in verses 14-16. So, He went on to explain it further in verses 1723.
In verses 18-19, He stated that the food that we eat doesn’t make us
unclean. Remember that the Old Testament established and identified
certain foods, like pork, as unclean. Thus, anyone who ate them was
ceremonially defiled. But Jesus abrogated that part of the Old Testament
law and declared all foods clean. No food that we eat, in other words,
can defile us.
Having made that clear, Jesus then went on to speak one of the most
significant teachings of His career in verses 20-23. He taught that what
defiles us is sinful behaviors and the heart condition from which they
come. The word “heart” here is used in the general sense of our entire
inner condition. So, what defiled us is sinful behaviors and the inner
condition from which they come.
In that teaching of Jesus, we find one of the most fundamental truths of
human personality and life.
I told you a little story in a sermon several months ago that I’d like to
retell now. I was talking with Jay Alford one day about what issues the
church should be addressing. We began discussing one of those and this
is the story Jay told me in that regard.
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Many years ago, the Holy Spirit commanded him to read the gospels and
to keep on reading them until He told him to stop. It was an
unmistakable command, he said, and he had no doubts that he had to do
it. So, He did it.
Sixth months eventually passed and he had to admit, he said, that he was
tired of reading them and wanted to stop. But the Holy Spirit hadn’t told
him to stop and so he didn’t. He kept on reading them. To make a long
story short, the Holy Spirit finally told him to stop - 18 months later.
Having told me that, Jay then paused and said this. One thing stood out
to him more than anything else as a result of reading through the gospels
literally scores and scores of time. It seemed to be the thing that the
Holy Spirit wanted to impress upon him the most.
I could hardly wait for him to tell me what it was and he finally did and
it’s this. What we are determines what we do. Hear that again and never
forget it. What we are determines what we do.
That truth is one of the lynchpins in the teachings of Jesus. It underlies
many other things that He taught including the Sermon on the Mount in
Matthew 5-7. In that Sermon, Jesus isn’t calling to do. He’s calling us
to be – to be the kind of persons who naturally live the way that He
describes in it.
You and I simply must understand and believe this truth. We
misunderstand or don’t believe it to our detriment. We understand and
believe it to our benefit. I would even be so bold as to say this. You
and I will never find what we’re looking for in life unless we do
understand, believe, and act on it.
Which is exactly what this study is designed to help you do – understand,
believe in, and act on it.
We start by defining more specifically what the theme of our study
means. That what we are determines what we do means that we live from
the depths. That is how Willard says it and he is right. We live from the
depths.
When I say “depths,” I mean the spiritual aspect of us. When I spiritual
aspect, I am referring to the non-physical world of the human self. I am
referring to the inner dimensions that make up the self that we are. That
is essentially what the word “heart” in Mark 7:212 refers to. Thus, when
I say that we live from the depths, I mean that we live from the inner
dimensions that make up the self that we are.
There is another way of saying it. Our outer life flows from our inner
dimensions. That’s what it means that we live from the depths.
3

Last week, a woman not from our church told Jill and me that her
husband always forgets their anniversary and her birthday. Why does he
do that?
Several weeks ago, I saw a driver in a parking lot give the bad finger to
another driver for cutting in front of him. Why did he do that?
I know a woman in another church who is well know as the church gossip.
She gossips about everyone and everything. Why does she do that?
I know a staff member in a church who lied to another staff member in
the church. Why did he do that?
The general answer to all of those questions is the same. Those people
did what they did because it’s in them to do it. What they are
determines what they do. They live from the depths. Their outer life
flows from their inner dimensions. People do what it’s in them to do.
They don’t do what it’s not in them to do. It really is as simple as that.
That insight reveals what we should focus on as individuals and as a
church. We should focus on what people are not what they do. We can’t
change people’s behaviors, including our own, without changing their
being. We must change being in order to change behaviors.
I spoke in a class at Malone College several years ago. I spoke about
spiritual formation, which I’ll address next, and becoming like Jesus. I
made the point that this should be the church’s priority and focus – that
it comes first before anything else.
One of the student then challenged what I said. She said that she
strongly disagreed and that social action, working for justice, should be
the church’s primary focus. Another disagreed with that and said it
should be evangelism. Still another said it should be worship and so on.
But here’s how I responded. All those things are necessary and must be
done. But they won’t be done vigorously or well unless people are like
Jesus inside. We can tell people a thousand times to work for justice but
unless it’s in them to do so, they won’t. We can tell them just as many
times to evangelize but unless it’s in them to do so, they won’t.
We must focus on changing others and ourselves on the inside. They and
we will then just automatically change on the outside. Those who
become like Jesus inside won’t have to be prodded to work for justice,
evangelize, worship, and so forth. They will just naturally do it.
Once again, that’s because what we are determines what we do. We live
from the depths. What is inside us drives and organizes our life.
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Spiritual Formation
The fundamental truth that we’ve just learned reveals how urgent it is
that we learn everything that we can about what we are, starting first of
all with this – why we are the way that we are. And I would ask you that
question right now. Why are you the way that you are?
To answer that, I’d first of all remind you of something that I said in a
sermon in February. The self, meaning our inner dimensions, isn’t found.
It’s formed. You and I have been formed into the self that we are.
One of my own personal qualities is that I don’t cry. I told you the story
about going to my father’s funeral when I was six years old and not
crying. That’s just the way that I am. My wife cries all the times and I
don’t ever cry? Why is that? Whatever the answer is specifically, the
answer generally is that my self was formed not to cry and hers was
formed to cry. Our spiritual aspect, meaning our inner dimensions, was
formed in that direction.
Dallas Willard and others call what I’m talking about here “spiritual
formation.” Spiritual formation refers to the process by which the inner
dimensions of the self are given a definite form or character.
Thus, there was a process that shaped my inner dimensions so that I
don’t cry. There was a process that shape my wife’s inner dimensions so
that she does cry. That process in both instances is called spiritual
formation.
Spiritual formation is a process that has happened to everyone – period.
There are no exceptions to this. It doesn’t matter who the people are or
how good or bad they are. Their inner self has taken on and developed
whatever character or condition it is in. The terrorist who straps the
bomb to his waist and detonates it in the Baghdad market has been
spiritually formed. The world-class surgeon who devoted his profession
and life to the poorest parts of the world has been spiritually formed.
But it’s also true that spiritual formation is a process that is happening
to everyone – period. There are no exceptions to this including you and
I. Our inner self is taking on and developing a new character or
condition. Think of it this way. By the time that you go to bed tonight,
you and I will be a better or worse person than we are now. That’s
because spiritual formation is ceases happening to us and everyone else.
The bottom line is that each of us has become and is becoming a certain
kind of person in our depths. Each of us has taken on and it taking on a
specific type or form of character. And that is the outcome of a process
of spiritual formation that applies to everyone.
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Christian Spiritual Formation
Obviously, all of us want this process of spiritual formation to be a
positive one. We want to take on a positive type or form of character.
We want to consistently become better and better people until the day
that we die.
Now, the Bible gets quite specific and identifies what we’re really after in
that regard. What we’re really after is to become like Jesus.
We call the process by which this happens “Christian spiritual formation.”
The qualifying word there, “Christian,” makes clear that this particular
process focuses entirely on Jesus.
It shows us what the ultimate end or aim of this process is. It’s to take
on the character of Him - to become like He is in our inner dimensions.
It’s the formation of our inner self into His likeness and image.
2 Corinthians 3:18 is the thematic verse for Christian spiritual formation.
In the verse half of the verse, Paul contends that we behold the Lord’s,
meaning Jesus’, glory as in a mirror.
Let me define the word “glory” for you. I’ve said before that God is the
only utterly lovely and utterly competent being in the universe. His
character and capability are perfect and complete. The word “glory”
there refers to that character and capability, which Jesus possesses.
Now notice what Paul teaches in that regard. We see Jesus’ glory
imperfectly. That is, we as finite beings aren’t capable of knowing the
fullness of His character and capability. But we are able to grasp enough
of that to recognize what how spectacular it really is.
Having made that point, he then goes on to declare in the second half of
the verse that we who truly follow Him are being transformed into the
same image of His character and competence. This happens, he says,
“from glory to glory.” That phrase means that the glory that Jesus has
can be reproduced, imperfectly but marvelously nonetheless, in us.
1 Corinthians 2:16 illustrates that for us. Paul teaches talks here about
“the mind of Christ.” The mind refers to the thought life of Jesus, how
He thought and what He believed. Notice what Paul calls us to do in that
regard. Have the mind of Jesus. The fact that he commands us to have
it clearly implies that we can. You and I can have the mind of Jesus. We
can be like Him in the way that we think and believe.
Take how I think about television news, for instance. My thinking about
that has changed quite drastically the past ten years. What I think about
it now is radically different than what I thought about it ten years ago.
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The news that I used to watch, I now think is disgusting. I’ve come to
realize that the majority of it is nothing but gossip. It’s people saying
bad things about other people in order to entertain other people who
enjoy gossip.
Take the Anna Nicole Smith saga that news shows have just run into the
ground. Four or five talking heads are brought on to the show to talk
about her and the people in her life. And most of the things that they
say about them are negative and thus destructive. They not only discuss
what is true about them but about what may be true about them as well.
Even assuming that what they say is true, they shouldn’t be saying it.
There’s no constructive reason for it beyond entertaining the audience
that’s listening to it. It’s just abhorrent. It reminds me of a bunch of
teenage girls getting together to assassinate the characters of the
classmates whom they don’t like.
The news is just one of the things that I think differently about now than
I did ten years ago. Something has happened and that something is that
my mind is being formed into the image and likeness of Jesus’ mind. I
coming more and more to think like He thinks.
That illustrates what the word “Christian” in Christian spiritual formation
suggests. It suggests that this process focused entirely on Jesus. Its
ultimate end or aim is becoming like Him. It’s taking on His character.
It’s becoming like He is in our inner dimensions.
But the word “Christian” not only suggests the ultimate end of Christian
spiritual formation. It also suggests the means to that end. That means
is a person – the Holy Spirit.
We see that in our thematic verse, 2 Corinthians 3:18. Notice the last
phrase in the verse, “just as from the Lord, the Spirit.” As the
Tyndale commentary on 2 Corinthians correctly points out, that phrase
reveals “what makes the transformation possible.” The “what” is
actually a “who”, the Holy Spirit.
We absolutely must grasp and remember this. Becoming like Jesus is not
a human attainment. It is ultimately a gift of grace. That grace is the
ministry and work of the Holy Spirit in our inner dimensions.
You might say it this way. It is the Spirit, capital “S”, who forms our
spirit, small “s”. Christian spiritual formation is primarily and first and
foremost the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit. It isn’t something that
we can do ourselves. Anyone who thinks that it is and acts accordingly
will most certainly be defeated.
That is why those who don’t follow Jesus cannot reach the levels of
psychological and social development that those who follow Him can.
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I said that to a secularist, an attorney, one time who took vigorous
exception to it. She condemned me for saying it in fact, intimating that I
was closed minded and even arrogant for doing so. I regretted that she
thought that way but didn’t retreat from what I told her because it’s true.
A secularist cannot become like Jesus because a secularist does not have
the Holy Spirit in his or her life. Thus, he or she cannot attain the depth
of psychological and social development that a follower of Jesus can.
The larger point is that Christian spiritual formation is primarily the
supernatural ministry and work of the Holy Spirit. It isn’t something that
we can do ourselves and we will be defeated if we think and act like it is.
Please remember that I said and emphasized that. I’m not going to
repeat what I just taught over and over again. Consequently, you may
forget that I said it and get the wrong impression. Forgetting what I’ve
said, you may wrongly conclude that I think that formation in to
Christlikeness is only a natural process that we do. But I don’t think
that. It is primarily a supernatural process that the Holy Spirit does.
That doesn’t mean though that we are passive in the process because we
aren’t. We do have a part to play in it. Unfortunately, many, if not
most, professing Christians don’t grasp that.
I’m going to share with you now three true stories about long-established
professing Christians. All of them have been saved and actively involved
in their churches for over 20 years. So they are not new converts who
have not had the opportunity to form spiritually.
The first story is about a woman who is a highly visible and recognized
leader in her Bible believing church. I can honestly say to you that she
is the most egocentric person that I’ve ever met. She is a social climber
who thinks and acts as if some people are beneath her. I’ve never met
even an attorney who was more egocentric than she is.
The second story is about the staff members of a large church. They too
had disagreements about philosophy of ministry and worship that led to
extremely hard feelings with each other. Five out of the six were angry
and gossiping, backstabbing, lying, and undercutting each other.
The third story is about a man, a recognized leader in his church, who is
the most caustic, cutting, and critical person that I’ve ever met – bar
none. I’ve had a lot of experience in the secular world, including the
legal world, and I’ve never known a secularist who was as discomforting
to be around as this man.
Now, we might expect brand new converts to be like that but we certainly
expect a whole lot better from long-established Christians like these
people are.
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Which leads me to this question. What’s the problem here? If Christian
spiritual formation is primarily the work of the Holy Spirit, then why
hasn’t He done His job in the person and life of these people? Why has
the Holy Spirit not formed them into the image and likeness of Jesus?
Has he failed to do His job?
No, He has not! I say that because formation into the image and likeness
of Jesus is primarily the work of the Holy Spirit but it isn’t solely the
work of the Holy Spirit. We do have a part to play in it.
Many Christians don’t understand that. Dallas Willard writes in several of
his articles and books that many Christians aren’t only saved by grace but
are paralyzed by it as well. They believe that formation is by grace,
which means that the Holy Spirit does everything and they do nothing.
They quote verses like John 15:5, “for apart from Me you can do
nothing.” They then conclude that they have to do nothing.
I would call this “Lightning Strike Theology.” The idea is this. Our
personality and heart are going to be transformed by some sort of
lightning strike from the Holy Spirit. People call this by different names
like revival or second work of grace. But whatever they call it, the idea
is that there is going to be a great boom at which point the Holy Spirit
will transform every part of our being. It doesn’t involve process at all.
It is something that is passive. We do nothing. And it is something that
is immediate. It happens instantaneously, all at once.
I held to this idea for a large part of my life. It explained many things
about me including why I went to the altar at church so many times when
I was growing up. I went to the altar and asked for the lightning strike
but that’s all I did. I got saved in other words and then did nothing.
That’s problematic though because if we get saved and do nothing,
nothing will happen. Willard says it this way quoting John 15:5. Yes, it’s
true that without Jesus we can do nothing. But it’s also true that if we
do nothing, it will be without Him.
The moral is that we have a part to play in the process of Christian
spiritual formation. We must cooperate with the Holy Spirit with regard
to what He wants to do in us. We must do things that place us before
Him in such a way that He can form us into the image and likeness of
Jesus.
You might say it this way. God has a plan for Christian spiritual
formation that we must follow. If we follow His plan and do what it
involves, the Holy Spirit will make us continually more and more like
Jesus. If we don’t, He won’t. It really is as simple as that.
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The word that I just used, “plan”, is a crucial one. It implies that
Christian spiritual formation is not some mysterious, irrational process
that just happens. God has instead provided a discernible path of
formation into Christlikeness. He gives us many principles and insights
about human personality and its inner dimensions. We can take these
principles and insights and learn from them how God wants us to
participate in our formation.
That is in fact what this study Out of the Heart is all about. We will
learn what we must do to follow God’s plan for forming us into the image
and likeness of Jesus. We will also learn how to do that.
That explains why the Christians I mentioned earlier have not grown into
Christlikeness like they should have. One of two things is true. #1 –
they don’t know that God has a plan for formation. So, they’re doing
nothing. Or #2 – they know that God has a plan for formation but don’t
know what it is. So, they aren’t doing the right things. The bottom line
is that they’ve done nothing to grow into Christlikeness or they’ve done
the wrong things. This study will help you to avoid both of those errors.
We can now identify with precision what Christian spiritual formation is.
It is the supernatural process of the Holy Spirit forming our depths into
the image and likeness of Jesus as we open ourselves up to His ministry
and work.
That definition, if we accept it, propels us now into the main body of our
study. That study will proceed in the following manner. We will identify
and examine the nature of our depths or inner dimensions, their
relationship to each other, their ruined and redeemed states, and the
redemption process in each.
Doing this will take some time and effort on all of our parts but the
rewards far exceed the cost. Be prepared now for what may be the most
profitable and person changing journey of your life.
An Autopsy of the Self
Our journey necessarily starts with understanding the human self. There
is a reason that it does. It’s because understanding is the basis of care.
What we would take care of we must first of all understand. That is true
of everything – electrical wiring, plumbing, tomato plants, children,
finances, automobiles, and so on.
I love tomatoes and so about five years ago, put eight plants into the
ground for the first time. I had never done it before. The result was
that I ended up with eight sickly plants and not one edible tomato.
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What was the problem? It was that I didn’t and still don’t understand
tomatoes. Their nature requires that certain things must be done in
order for them to thrive. I didn’t know those certain things and so mind
didn’t thrive.
The moral of the story is that understanding is the basis of care.
we would take care of we must first of all understand.

What

That includes the human self that we are. We must understand it in
order to care for it. If we are going to cooperate with the Holy Spirit in
its formation, we must grasp its essential nature and what its place in
our overall life is. So let’s examine those things.

The Human Self Is Understandable
We operate under a basic assumption as we do that.
that the human self is understandable.

That assumption is

Please listen to something that Dallas Willard says, “God has created all
things in such a way that they are inherently intelligible.” He
means that God creates things with certain properties and capabilities
that we are able to observe and comprehend. Simply put, God has made
all of reality and He has made it with a basic and comprehensible
structure.
Read a basic high school chemistry book, for instance, and you will see
that quite clearly. Elements, atoms, and molecules illustrate vividly that
God has made all of reality with a basic and comprehensible structure.
That includes the human self, which means that it is not some mysterious
reality that it totally beyond us. It is quite the contrary. The human self
is understandable to anyone of normal intelligence who actually wants to
understand it. That includes you and me.
To understand anything of course, no matter how simple, requires some
intelligent attention to and inquiry into it. We must observe, think
about, and analyze it.
Along those lines, what is not mysterious is also often not obvious. What
I mean is that some things are more complicated than others are and thus
require much greater degrees of attention and thought.
That is the case with the human self. It isn’t mysterious but it also isn’t
obvious. We must make a concerted effort of study and thought in order
to understand it. Frankly, most professing Christians are not willing to
do this. The fact that you are participating in this study indicates that
you are and thus sets you apart from most professing Christians. Your
potential for becoming like Jesus is thus far greater than theirs.
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Because the human self isn’t obvious, we’re faced with a dilemma and it’s
this. When it comes to the human self, we must be careful not to go too
deep. If we do, people won’t be interested. But at the same time, we
must also be careful not to go too shallow. If we do, people won’t
understand and be helped.
I’ll do the best that I can not to make either of these mistakes but I’ll
need your help in that regard. If you think I’m taking too much time or
not enough explaining something, let me know. I’ll do the best I can to
accommodate where all of you are in understanding and desire. I want
this to be a person and life transforming study for you.

A General Summary of the Human Self
Knowing that the human self is understandable, let’s try to understand it.
We begin with what I call an autopsy of the human self.
Have any of you ever seen an autopsy or pictures of one. A human body
is made up of inner parts, underneath the skin. An autopsy identifies
those parts and examines them in order to determine their condition.
That by way of analogy is what we’re going to do with the human self.
We’re going go identify and examine the spiritual or inner dimensions of
the person that we are. We are going to determine their condition both
as it is and it is intended to be.
You do need to know that the human self is highly complicated and, thus,
people do disagree about its true nature. Let me ask you a question that
illustrates this. What are the inner dimensions that make up the person
that we are? You can see that we have different understandings of what
makes us up.
So do others. Norman Grubb, for instance, wrote a book that I read
titled God Unlimited. Then there is Renovation of the Heart written by
Dallas Willard. Read these books and you’ll see that Grubb and Willard
analyze and understand the human self differently.
I’ve read many books that discuss this subject and I believe that Willard’s
is by far the best. His analysis, in my view, much more accurately
explains the way that we are, why we are the way that we are, and how
we can change. It explains reality better than any other view that I know
and thus I am endorsing and using it in our study, with a few adaptations
and changes.
The place to begin is to identify the inner dimensions that make up the
self that we are. Psalm 16:7-10 helps us do just that. Notice the
specific aspects of us that David mentions here: mind (verse 7), heart
(verse 9), soul (verse 10), and flesh (verse 9).
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see in this passages the five basic inner dimensions that make us up:
mind with its thoughts, the mind with its feelings, the heart or will,
soul, and the body. Thus, we think (mind), feel (mind), will (heart),
(body), and integrate all of those things (soul).

That spiritual autopsy helps understand the holism of the Bible. The
Bible teaches that damnation and salvation are holistic. Damnation is
holistic. That means that our whole self, all five dimensions, is ruined.
But salvation is also holistic. That means that our whole self, all five
dimensions, is redeemed.
We need to discuss both of those things – the ruined self and the
redeemed self- and are going to.
But we can’t understand the ruined and redeemed selves unless we first
of all generally understand the five dimensions that are ruined and
redeemed.
So that’s what I’m going to do now. Help you understand that by giving
you a quick general overview of the five inner dimensions. After that, I
will explain the interrelationship between them. We’ll then be able to
move on to the ruined and redeemed selves and what they’re all about.
Thoughts (mind): The first dimension is our mind and its thoughts.
Thoughts refer to all of the ways that we are conscious of things. Those
ways include perceptions, memories, beliefs, imagination, and what we
refer to when we say that we thinking about something.
I saw a bumper sticker yesterday that referred to George Bush. It said:
“’W’ – worst president ever.” That is that person’s perception of
George Bush. Many of us have a different perception.
Husbands, when and where were you married? Your answer to that
question comes from you memory. We remember things.
How many of you think that abortion to save the life of the mother is
wrong? How many of you think that it is right? Your answer to that
question is a belief of yours.
I want you to think about sitting down to a nice tender juicy filet mignon
with baked potato smothered in butter and sour cream. Many of you
actually pictured the filet and baked potato themselves in your mind.
That mental picture is your imagination.
What is the least enjoyable item on your agenda for this next week?
What came to your mind is a thought of something.
The “mind and its thoughts” refers to all of those things.
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Feelings (mind): The second inner dimension is our mind and its feelings.
“Feelings” refers to emotions, sensations, and desires.
I remember the first trial I ever had, an aggravated robbery case, and
how I felt walking to the courthouse. I had butterflies in my stomach
like I’ve never had before or since. I felt anxious and that is an
emotion.
How many of you have a growling stomach?
and that is a sensation.

If you do, you feel hungry

I still remember the first time I flew and the few days before. I could
hardly wait until I got on the plane and it took off. I strongly desired to
fly and that is a feeling.
The mind and its feelings refers to all of those things.
Heart: The third inner dimension is our heart. I’m speaking
metaphorically of course just as the Bible and we do. The heart is the
volitional aspect of us. It’s what we call our will. Some people also call
it “the spirit.” I defined “spirit” earlier. It is the non-physical world of
the human self, our inner dimensions. But the Bible and others often use
the word to refer more specifically to our heart or will. I am not going to
use it in that way to avoid confusion. I will only call this third dimension
our heart or will.
The heart is our capacity to originate things and events that would not
otherwise occur. It refers specifically to our freedom and ability to
choose and decide.
This ability ultimately empowers us to do what is good or evil. This
power belongs to us as individuals alone. Nothing makes us originate the
good or evil that we do. It is possible for us to do or not do what we
did. Thus our will and the actions it produces are our unique
contribution to reality.
Because all of that is true, the exercise of our ability to choose or decide
reflects our “character.” Thus, our actions reveal what our character is.
Suppose that someone tells you a juicy bit of gossip about someone else.
At that point, you have the ability and freedom to keep it to yourself or
to spread it. You exercise your will and choose or decide which of those
two things you will do.
That illustrates the heart is the core or our inner being from which all of
our actions flow. That heart directs our lives in other words. Its
transformation is thus the key to transforming the other dimensions as we
will eventually see.
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Body
We come now to our fourth inner dimension – the body. The body of
course is the power pack, the energy source or strength, by which we act
and live.
You’re probably wondering why the body is considered a spiritual or inner
dimension. After all, it’s the tangible and material part of us that we can
see and feel. But it does have an intangible and spiritual aspect that we
can’t see.
That aspect is this. The body has a life of its own. Paul discusses that
very thing in Romans 7:23. He says here that there is a law in the
different parts of the body. What he’s referring to is this “life of its
own” that our body parts have.
We sometimes do things automatically without even thinking about them
and later wonder why we did. Our explanation is often that we just got
“carried away.” That is essentially what did happen. Our body has a life
of its own apart from our thought processes and goes off on us without
us directing or desiring it to. It carries us away or along with it as we
say.
What explains this is that our choices over time settle into character and
are then “farmed out” or “outsourced’ to our body parts. They then
become automatic responses there, what we call habits, causing our body
parts to act on their own apart from our willing and thinking.
Take grumbling for instance. I adore hot and sunny weather. So, years
ago, I started complaining about cold and/or damp weather. As I chose
to complain, that choice settled into my character. It was then farmed
out to my tongue and became a programmed part of it. I eventually got
to the point that my tongue just automatically complained about bad
weather without me even thinking about or willing it to.
You and I have thousands of laws programmed into our body parts, some
good and some bad. Christian spiritual formation, therefore, necessarily
involves the transformation of our body so that it is an ally and not an
enemy to Christlikeness.
Soul
The fifth dimension, no pun intended, is our soul. The soul is the most
profound of all of the inner dimensions. It encompasses and unifies all
of the other dimensions so that they form one life.
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The computer system of an amusement park is a good analogy. That park
is made up of many different aspects – the administrative offices, the
rides, the midway lights, the gift shops, the maintenance buildings, and
so on. But the computer system interrelates or interconnects all of those
aspects so that they are working harmoniously together. It determines
how each aspect of the park functions and also assures that one aspect
doesn’t function in a way that interferes with the functioning of another.
That is the way that the soul is supposed to work. It is supposed to
interrelate all of our inner other inner dimensions so that they work
together rightly. It is supposed to create right connections between the
heart, mind, and body so that they’re functioning coherently around God
and His kingdom.
If the soul is ruined, just the opposite happens. Imagine the computer
system of the amusement park malfunctioning and gasoline deliveries
being made to the gifts shops instead of the rides. That is the kind of
thing that happens in the ruined soul.
As with computer systems, the soul can be reprogrammed or more
precisely redirected or reformed. It is the heart or will, empowered by
the Holy Spirit that does the reprogramming.

The Interconnection of the Inner Dimensions
Now that we know what our inner dimensions are, we need to recognize
and understand that there is an interconnection between them.
Remember what we have learned. We live from the depths. Whatever our
action is comes out of our whole person.
When I say our whole person, I mean from the interplay of our inner
dimensions. We will eventually discuss each of our inner dimensions
individually and how they are and can be formed. We must do that to
analyze and understand. But in reality, we can’t really separate the
workings of those dimensions. They are intertwined with each other and
there is a constant interplay between them.
Every action of ours comes out of that interplay between them. It never
comes out of just one or several of those dimensions to the exclusion of
the others.
Let’s consider pornography as an example of what I mean. I have
counseled many professing Christians, all males by the way, who looked
at pornography on a regular basis. Let me ask you a question about that.
When that professing Christian clicks on a pornographic website or rents
a pornographic DVD, where does that action come from? It comes from
his whole person. It didn’t just come from one of his inner dimensions
but all of them.
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Many people do not understand that. They think that action comes solely
from the heart or will alone. They would say that the professing
Christian clicked on to the website or rented the DVD because he chose
or willed to. It is the will alone, they think, from which actions come.
But that simply isn’t true. Please listen carefully to this insight that
Willard shares. Action never comes from the movement of the will alone.
The key word is “alone.” It is true that what we say or do comes
immediately from the will. But it is also true that one or more of the
other dimensions is pressuring the will from which it comes.
Thus, the professing Christian clicks on the website or rents the DVD
because he chooses to. But he chooses to because his feelings (sexual
desires) and body (the law or habit of pornography in his eyes and
hands) overwhelm his heart or will.
That explains the inadequacy of good intentions alone. Jesus Himself
understood and confirmed that when he said in Matthew 26:41, “The
spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” Remember that the Bible
frequently uses the word “spirit” to refer to the heart or will and that is
the case here. Good intentions are essential and even first but they are
wholly inadequate alone.
Thus, the professing Christian who looks at the pornography feels
horribly guilty about doing so. He then vows that he will never do it
again and genuinely wants and intends not to. But sooner or later, his
feelings and body overwhelm again rear their ugly heads and he ends up
doing it again, restarting the cycle of repentance and intention.
You know the old saying that the road to hell is paved with good
intentions. That can mean several things one of which is that the will
alone does not drive our lives. If it did, well-intentioned and sincere
followers of Jesus would never sin.
Willard gives an insightful diagram that illustrates where actions come
from. This diagram represents the human system on its own. That means
that the will is not reaching out to God in abandonment and trust.
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You can see what happens here. All actions do come immediately from
the will. But they come from the will as it has been and is being
influenced by three of the other inner dimensions: thoughts, feelings, and
body. The soul is there all the while trying to unify the will with the
other three dimensions but it isn’t succeeding.
The result is that the will is at the mercy of other forces. Three of those
forces are inner – thoughts, feelings, and body. The other is outer – the
circumstances of life. Those forces can bring such intense pressure to
bear on the will that it eventually relents and does what it was pressured
to do. Paul reveals the consequence in Romans 7:14-25. We do the evil
that we don’t want to do and don’t do the good that we want to do.
Some years ago, someone cut my car and me off as I was driving south
on South Avenue. I know that getting angry in that situation and
retaliating is wrong and don’t want to ever do it. So I’ve worked over
the years on not doing it and usually don’t. But I did that day. I got
mad and laid on my horn at the driver who cut me off. I immediately felt
guilty about doing that and repented and wondered why I did it.
The diagram explains it doesn’t it. Several bad things had happened that
week that I kept thinking about and the more I thought about them the
more frustrated and insecure they made me feel. So when that
inconsiderate driver who was obviously in a big rush cut me off, those
feelings in turn gave rise to another feeling, anger. That feeling was so
strong that it overwhelmed my will not to get angry and retaliate and I
did what I didn’t want to do.
That analysis helps us understand what our goal is. That goal is that our
whole person will do only what the heart directs it to do. There are
three possible conditions in that regard.
The first is that our heart is ruined. Because it is, it directs us to evil
and we do it. I know a person who relishes chewing people out and does
so without regret or guilt. His condition is this. He does what his heart
directs, what he will. But what his heart directs, what he wills, is evil.
This is of course an undesirable condition.
The second possible condition is that our heart is restored or renewed.
Because it is, it directs us to good and away from evil. But our other
dimensions pressure our will so that we don’t do the good that we want
to do and do the evil that we don’t want to do. Our heart directs us
correctly but our other inner dimensions overwhelm us so what we don’t
follow it. We want to do what the heart directs but can’t. This is the
condition that Paul describes in the passage I already mentioned, Romans
7:14-25. We do the evil that we don’t want to do and don’t do the good
that we want to do. This condition is better than the first but is still
undesirable. It’s frustrating and sometimes even defeating.
18

I know a Christian for instance who constantly adjusts how he appears to
people. He says and does things on a consistent basis so that people will
think well of him. Having read and studied Matthew 6:1-8, he wants not
to do that. He wants to resign how he appears to God instead. But he
just can’t seem to do it. As he says it, adjusting how he appears to
people just sort of slips out and he does it before he even knows it.
He’s in that second condition. His heart is restored or renewed. Because
it is, it directs him to good and away from evil. Unlike most people, he
wants not to play to an audience of many. But he keeps doing it anyhow.
The third possible condition is that our heart is restored or renewed and
so are our other dimensions. Our heart functions as it should, choosing
what is good and avoiding what is evil, and the other inner dimensions
cooperate with it to that end. Thus, we consistently want to the good
and not do the evil and consistently can and do what we want.
That doesn’t mean that we become perfect. It does mean that we become
functional as Matthew 5:48 and James 1:4 command. Wanting to do the
good and avoid the evil and doing that is the rule for us. It is a rare
thing when we don’t. Think of it this way. What most people manage in
life sometimes, the person whose heart and other inner dimensions are
functional manage as a general rule. Thus, most people want not to honk
at someone who cuts them off and don’t - on occasion. Those whose
heart and other inner dimensions are restored or renewed want not to
honk at someone who cuts them off and don’t – as a general rule. It
would be an aberration for them to do otherwise.
This third condition is what you and I as followers of Jesus seek. What
we seek is a restored heart that consistently seeks to do what is good
and avoid what is evil. And all of our other inner dimensions cooperate
with the heart in accomplishing what it seeks.
You can see then that all of our inner dimensions are interconnected.
You can also see what our goal is in that regard. It is that they be
restored or renewed and that they cooperate together to do what is good
and avoid what is evil.

The Order of Dominance
That discussion helps us understand the condition of the human self away
from God and under God. The issue is this. Which dimensions dominates
in the self away from God and under God?
Knowing our own culture and remembering what I preached about a few
weeks ago, The Showcase of God, what would you say is the most
dominant dimension in the self away from God? That’s right, the body.
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The order of dominance in the life away from God is this: (1) body; (2)
soul; (3) mind (thoughts/feelings); (4) heart or will; and (5) God.
This order expresses what Paul calls “the mind set on the flesh” in
Romans 8:5-8. The mind set on the flesh means that people have made
the body their central concern. It dominates.
This order of dominance gives us a general picture of the life apart from
God, which we’ll discuss in detail later. That general picture is that the
body rules the soul, which directs the thoughts and feelings, which
condition the will, which either ignores or tries to control God. It’s clear
that the body is the dominant reality in this life.
I challenge you to watch the promos of television sitcoms and dramas on
television analytically. You’ll see the kind of life to which this order of
dominance leads if you do.
The order of dominance in the life with God is just the reverse of the one
we’ve just discussed. It goes like this: (1) God; (2) heart or will; (3)
mind (thoughts/feelings); (4) soul; and (5) body.
This order expresses what Paul calls “the mind set on the Spirit (Holy
Spirit)” in Romans 8:5-8. The mind set on the Spirit means that people
have made God their central concern. He dominates.
This order of dominance gives us a
which we’ll discuss in detail later.
the heart or will, which directs the
the soul, which controls the body.
reality in this life.

general picture of the life with God,
That general picture is that God rules
thoughts and feelings, which condition
It’s clear that God is the dominant

I know a Christian who consistently practices fasting and solitude. He
denies his body both food and fellowship. He does that because and as
God commands. It’s clear that God, not his body, is the dominant reality
in his life.
I’ve given these two orders of dominance primarily because they teach us
the very first thing that must happen in our Christian spiritual formation.
Our heart or will must come alive to God.
That is the work of regeneration. Theologians and preachers talk about
that all the time – regeneration. If they’re defining it correctly, what
they’re referring to is the Holy Spirit doing two things. First, He
transforms our heart or will so that it comes under God and His kingdom.
Second, He empowers our heart or will so that it can bring all of our
other inner dimensions under God and His kingdom.
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This regeneration begins when we’re saved – when we make the decision
to follow Jesus. The Holy Spirit regenerates our heart or will so that it
desires God and His kingdom and is able to subdue our other inner
dimensions.
This regeneration of the heart is the powerful first step in our formation
into the image and likeness of Jesus. It is in fact the most noticeable
difference between the saved and unsaved.
I once counseled a new convert who had been using filthy language for
most of his life. But then he decided to follow Jesus. After he did, he
want not to use filthy language and tried not to for the first time in his
life.
Let’s use this new convert as a sort of case study. The Holy Spirit had
truly regenerated this young man. Keeping in mind what I’ve said about
regeneration, someone tell me in what specific way was he regenerated.
How was he remarkably different after deciding to follow Jesus than he
was before?
He was remarkably different in two ways. First, the Holy transformed his
heart or will so that it came under God and Hid kingdom. For the first
time in his life, for instance, he wanted not to use filthy language.
Second, the Holy Spirit empowered his heart or will so that it could now
bring his other inner dimensions under God and His kingdom. It was
possible for him not to use filthy language and to do the others things
that Jesus says.
Going back to the two orders of dominance, we can see the incredible
change that took place. Before he decided to follow Jesus, his heart or
will was to his thoughts and feelings immediately and his body ultimately.
But after he decided to follow Jesus, his thoughts and feelings
immediately and his body ultimately were subject to his heart or will. His
heart or will in turn was subject to God.
That is a truly remarkable and dramatic change. It’s what we call
regeneration and it occurs when we’re saved. It is the powerful first step
in our formation into the image and likeness of Jesus. It’s the step that
makes us desire to be like Him in the first place.
But it is only the first step. Once we’re saved and are regenerated, our
heart or will comes alive to God and begins the lengthy lifetime process
of subduing all the other dimensions under God. That’s what Christian
spiritual formation is all about. Our regenerated heart or will, which is
alive to God, begins subduing all of our other inner dimensions under Him
and continues doing so until the day that we die.
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What I just said reveals one of the most penetrating insights about our
spiritual lives that we will ever learn.
Becoming like Jesus involves more than just exerting our will to do what
He says. That is exactly why so many new Christians get discouraged and
quit. They have the idea that they once they’re saved, they can just will
themselves to do all that Jesus says. That is a sure fire formula for
failure though because, remember, our actions come from all of our inner
dimensions not just our heart or will.
That means if our heart or will is regenerated and the rest of our inner
dimensions are left as is, we cannot do all that Jesus teaches.
That shows us what our the objective of every Christian, new and long
established alike, should be. It’s that our regenerated will bring all of
our other inner dimensions under God so that they all work together to
just naturally do what Jesus says.
Let me illustrate that for you to make sure that you understand it.
I was saved as a boy. I decided to follow Jesus. When I did, the Holy
Spirit regenerated my will so that I desired to do what Jesus teaches.
And I was able to do some of those things. I didn’t drink, smoke, have
pre-marital sex, steal, lie, and so on. My regenerated will made me
desire to obey Jesus in those things and my inner dimensions were
sufficiently formed so that I could.
But there were other things that Jesus teaches that I wasn’t able to do.
I was jealous of my competitors, didn’t love my enemies, got angry with
people, worried about my finances, and so on. My regenerated will made
me desire to obey Jesus in those things but my inner dimensions weren’t
sufficiently formed so that I could. It was Romans 7:19 all over again. I
didn’t do the good I desired to do and I did the bad I desired not to do.
Do you see what was happening? My regenerated will was not bringing
my other inner dimensions into conformity with God and His kingdom.
Those other inner dimensions were pretty much in the same condition
after I was saved as they were before. That’s because I had not been
taught the things that I needed to do in order for the Holy Spirit to
transform my other inner dimensions.
But by studying and reading the Bible and other materials, I finally,
about 10 years ago, learned what I needed to do to cooperate with the
Holy Spirit in the transformation of my whole being. I began doing those
things and the Holy Spirit has transformed my inner dimensions in the
process. I certainly haven’t arrived but I much further along in
Christlikness now than I was 10 years ago.
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I used to desire and seek the praise of others, for example. But now I
honestly don’t. I only desire and seek God’s praise. That has been one
of the dramatic changes in my life.
The bottom line, in a nutshell, is this. When we get saved, the Holy
Spirit regenerates our will. First, He transforms it so that we desire to
be like Jesus. Second, He also empowers it so that it can be like Him.
Our empowered will enables us to do certain things, spiritual activities,
that in turn enable the Holy Spirit to make our other inner dimensions
Christlike.
We will learn in this study what those certain things, those spiritual
activities are. At that point, because our will is regenerated, we then
can and will do those things, which in turn enables the Holy Spirit to
form the self that we are into the image and likeness of Jesus. This
whole process is called Christian spiritual formation.
The Ruined Self
Now that we know what the human self is, we need to examine its natural
condition. We need to understand, in other words, what we truly are on
our own. We can never become like Jesus until we understand how unlike
Him we really are.

The Bible’s Assessment of Human Beings
We begin of course with the Bible. Notice I didn’t say with sociology or
psychology. The fact is that sociology, psychology, and any of the other
behavioral sciences aren’t very realistic about what people are. But the
Bible is. It describes more accurately than any other source what our
true nature is. Let me give you a few samplings of what it says in that
regard and believe me, these verses aren’t for the squeamish or faint of
heart.
Psalm 14:1-3: Verse 1 speaks of the arrogant atheist but verses 2 and 3
offer us a commentary on man in general. Notice David’s assessment
here. All of us in our natural state have turned aside. We are all corrupt
and do not good.

Jeremiah 17:9-10: The Hebrew word translated “heart” in the Old
Testament has at least five different meanings, depending on the context.
One of those is the inner life in general and that is probably what it
means here. Notice what God says through Jeremiah. We cannot trust
our inner life because it is desperately sick. As the Keil-Delitzsch
Commentary on Jeremiah says it, it is “sore wounded by sin, corrupt,
or depraved.” Our inner life in its natural state, in other words, is
horribly dysfunctional and depraved.
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Romans 3:9-18: Verse 9 reveals those about whom Paul is writing in the
subsequent verses. It’s all of us in our natural state. The picture he
paints is a horrifying one isn’t it. Notice the details of this picture: not
righteous, not understand, useless, not do good, open grave, deceiving,
poison of asps, cursing, bitterness, shed blood, destruction, misery, no
peace, no fear of God.
These passages represent what the Bible teaches about us in our natural
condition or state. I want to ask you several questions about that.
First, summarizing it in your own words, how does the Bible describe us
in our natural state? It describes us as being ruined selves. It describes
all of our inner dimensions as being corrupted.
Second, is this an exaggeration of our true state? Is our true state
actually as bad as the Bible describes it to be? No, it is not an
exaggeration. Yes, our state actually is as bad as the Bible describes.
Third, is the state that the Bible describes that of all non-Christians or
just the worst of them? It is the condition of all non-Christians. There
are degrees of ruination but the human self of all non-Christians is
nevertheless ruined.
A vivid expression of this is the reality shows that are now so popular on
television. You can see from the promos what these shows essentially
are. They are environments of anger, malice, contempt, jealousy, lust,
and pride and all the behaviors to which those things lead. These
televised environments are microcosms of the world at large aren’t they?
The world, human society, really is like these shows.
Fourth, is the state that the Bible describes that of those who follow
Jesus? No, it is not. We will discuss this later when we address the
restored self.
I ask you those questions to drive home the Bible’s point. The human
self in its natural condition or state is ruined by sin. And this sin ruined
self is the cause of almost all human problems.

Admitting Our Ruin
Now, that we know that the human self is ruined, we must admit it.
First, the world, meaning people and society apart from God, must admit
it. This is the secular world’s biggest problem in overcoming the
difficulties that it faces. It doesn’t believe in and even denies that cause
of almost all of those difficulties – the sin ruined self.
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Imagine that your computer isn’t working because it isn’t plugged in. But
you deny that it isn’t plugged in. So you go about trying to fix the
computer in every way imaginable. You get a new hard drive. That
doesn’t work and so you get a new monitor. That doesn’t work and so
you change modems and so on. You cannot fix the problem because you
deny the reality that is causing the problem. The computer isn’t plugged
in.
That is the way it is with individuals and societies apart from God. One
half of the couples who get married this year will divorce. Alcohol abuse
is epidemic on high school and college campuses. Large numbers of
students cheat on homework and exams, an estimated 43% on one State
University campus. People fraudulently bilk the Workers Compensation
system of millions of dollars. Road rage fills our highways and streets
and on it goes.
It’s gut wrenching to hear political, social, and educational leaders
discuss these problems and speculate about what causes them. The usual
answers are “ignorance” or “poverty.” They assume that if people only
know the right thing to do and aren’t frustrated by poverty, they will do
it. So education and financial assistance are the usually proposed
solutions. We just need to educate people and get them on their feet and
they won’t cheat, steal, rage, divorce, and so on.
But education and financial assistance aren’t the answers. They’re good
things but they don’t solve the problems. That’s because the cause of
the problems is sin. Relying on education and financial assistance alone
is like trying to get the unplugged computer to work by replacing the
hard drive. A new hard drive might be a good thing but it certainly won’t
fix the problem.
The world’s first step in solving its problems is recognizing the cause of
them. It’s never going to make any headway until it comes to believe in
and admit that the human self is ruined by sin.
But it isn’t just the world that must admit that the self is ruined by sin.
So much Christians and the church.
Let’s read and interpret 1 Peter 4:15-18. Peter teaches us here that God
is so holy and inherently opposed to evil that He will judge it in His
church, that is, in the person and life of His people who make up the
church. If He will judge it in the church, how much more so will He in
the world, in the person and life of those who aren’t His people.
But for our purposes, we focus on the first part of the message.
Judgment begins with the church first. The words “begins” and “first”
imply the God is really more concerned about sin in the church than He is
in the world.
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And there’s plenty of it there isn’t there.
During the past 20 years, a whole series of sex scandals have rocked the
church. Well known and highly regarded leaders have had what we in the
church calls “moral failure.” There is plenty of sexual sin in the church.
But sin in the church goes far beyond the sexual. I knew a highly
successful pastor who resigned from his church because of a failure to
get along with staff members and church leaders. He was known to
become enraged and have shouting matches with people in the hall way.
It’s interesting that when he resigned, it was publicized that he had not
committed “moral failure.” That meant of course that he hadn’t resigned
because of sexual sin.
But I have a question for you and it’s this. Are hostility, resentment, and
rage not moral failures? Of course they are. The Bible addresses these
sins probably more than it does sexual sins. The fact is that this pastor
did resign because of moral failure.
This real life scenario illustrates two things.
The first is that sin does seem to prevail in even the most successful of
churches. You know the kinds of sins that I’m talking about: vanity,
egotism, hostility, anger, fear, jealousy, meanness, indifference, gossip,
materialism, and much more.
The second thing that the real life scenario illustrates is that the church
does not admit its sins. The very fact that hostility and rage are not
considered moral failures is almost commentary enough.
The first step in Christian spiritual formation is admitting our sins and
the ruined self that is causing them. That pastor, whom none of you
know, is a holiness preacher. It’s the lynchpin of his preaching in fact
but he seems to have no idea that he isn’t holy. His self is ruined and he
will never make any headway into Christlikeness until he understands and
admits it.
Neither will we. We must move beyond rationalization and begin to
objectively see ourselves as we really are. If there is ruination in our
person and life, we must acknowledge and admit it to God and ourselves.
That is the first step in becoming like Jesus.

The Essence of the Ruined Self
Now that we know that we must admit our ruined condition, let’s see
what that ruined condition actually is. Let’s get right to “the core of the
matter.” I mean by that to the essence of the ruined self.
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Paul explains that essence in vivid terms in Romans 3:18. Paul says of
those who are ruined that there is no fear of God before their eyes. They
do not fear God in other words.
Proverbs 9:10 helps us understand why this is the essence of the ruined
self.
The first part of the verse teaches that the fear of God is the beginning
of wisdom. To fear God, as I’ve explained in detail many times before,
means to anticipate harm if we’re at cross purposes with Him. Inherent
in this fear is a grasp of God’s greatness, His justice and power.
The second part of Proverbs 9:10 completes the first. The knowledge of
God is understanding. The Hebrew word translated “knowledge” connotes
experiential involvement with what is known. We should not only fear
God based on our grasp of Him but experientially involve ourselves with
Him as well. I’ll explain in detail later in our study what that means.
As we will see fearing and knowing God are the chief characteristics of
the restored self. But my purpose in mentioning them now is by way of
contrast to help us understand the ruined self.
The essence of the ruined self is not fearing and knowing God. That’s
Paul’s point in Romans 3:18 and it’s a point well taken, as the rest of the
Bible and our own human experience reveal.
The Bible’s classic statement in that regard is Romans 1:18-32. This
passage describes in grizzly detail what that is essentially about. Let’s
examine this passage and the picture it paints of the ruined soul.
Verse 18-20 teach us that human beings have always known that there is
a God and have had some degree of understanding of who He is and what
He is like. Actually, they still do as the statistics in our cultural context
show us. Recent surveys reveal that 90% of Americans believe that there
is a God. There are more homosexuals in our country than there are
atheists.
We can reasonably conclude that even the most morally corrupt people
believe in God. Drew Carey starred in one of the raunchiest sit coms in
the history of American television. But even he, in a television interview,
expressed his belief in a real God.
Yes, human beings have always believed in God but verses 21-23
the basic problem that they have with Him. They don’t want Him
the center of the universe and their lives just because He’s God.
observation is the key to grasping humanity’s current condition.
believe in God but don’t want Him running the universe and their
just because He is.
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Drew Carey, for instance, didn’t want God running his life and dictating
what he did or did not do in his show.
The single basic problem of the ruined self is that human beings have
inclined themselves away from God. They do not want to fear and know
Him and don’t.
Saint Augustine explained the dynamics of this problem well. He said
that God being God offends human pride. If God is running the universe
and their lives, then guess who isn’t. Guess who isn’t getting to do what
they please. They aren’t and they don’t like that.
That is why people do what they do in verse 23. The create God in the
image that they want Him to be. They create a God in their minds who is
a lesser God than they are and whom they need not fear. This then
allows them to be what they want to be and to do what they want to do.
It allows them, in other words, to be God.
That really is the gist of the human self. Human beings take themselves
in practice as God. They believe that they are the center of the universe
and of their own lives and act like it. As Paul points out in verses 21 and
28, they do not acknowledge and honor God. They turn away from Him
instead and acknowledge and honor themselves. They think, feel, and act
in daily practice as if they are the center of the universe and their own
lives.
I challenge you just to observe the behaviors of people around you this
coming week as you go through your daily routines. Analyze what is
taking place and you’ll find yourself face to face with this deification of
the self that I’ve just explained.
A couple that I know went to Chic-fil-a and after getting their order, sat
down at a table beside another man and woman’s table. Shortly
thereafter that man at that table stood up and angrily shouted at this
couple: “Why, with all the empty tables here, did you have to sit
down right beside ours with your cell phone?”
Explain that man’s behavior in terms of what I’ve said thus far. God
certainly deplored his behavior but that was utterly irrelevant to him
because he takes himself in practice as God. He think, feels, and acts as
if he is the center of the universe and his own life. He is so important
that even the slightest annoyance to him is deserving of extreme reaction
and response.
He exemplifies the basic problem of human beings.
in practice as if they are God.
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They take themselves

The founders of Alcoholics Anonymous understood this as well as anyone
ever has. They wrote about overcoming alcohol addiction, “First of all,
we had to quit playing God.” Notice the words “First of all.” They
intimate that playing God is the fundamental problem of alcoholics. That
is a penetrating insight isn’t it? The core cause of alcoholism and all
other drug addictions is that the addicts are playing God. They are
mistaking their own persons for God. They are taking themselves in daily
practice as God. In short, they are self-obsessed.
This self-obsession is the ultimate source of almost all of the destructive
individual behaviors and social ills that characterize our world and lives.
Almost every human problem can be analyzed in terms of it.
My wife still teases me about something that I did almost 30 years ago
when I was in seminary. The seminary had a ping-pong tournament and I
made it to the finals against Carl Sovine, to whom I had never lost in a
ping-pong game. But in our best of three championship final, I won the
first game but then choked and he won the next two, thus “taking the
championship from me.” Anyway, what Jill teases me about is that I
sulked around after losing the tournament for three days. I was in a
rotten mood and I admit it and it was because I lost.
Question. Why did losing the championship bother me so much? Why did
I sulk around so much? The answer is simple and clear, self-obsession. I
took myself in practice as God. I was far more important to me than Carl
Sovine was. I should be the winner, not him. I should be admired and
praised, not him. And the fact that I now wouldn’t be just wasn’t right.
I often talk about being glad for our competitors when they succeed. If I
had not been self-obsessed, that’s how I would have reacted. I would
have been happy for Carl that he won the championship.
Self-obsession is the root cause of almost all of people’s problems. That
includes their psychological, circumstantial, and certainly relational
problems.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s analysis of relational problems goes to the very
heart of this matter. He wrote: “Whereas the primal relationship of
man to man is a giving one, in the state of sin it is purely
demanding.” That says it so well. People who are self-obsessed are
purely demanding, constantly placing and pursuing their opinions,
preferences, tastes, desires, and rights above everyone else’s. That in
turn ends up ruining their person, circumstances, and relationships.
Almost all marital problems, for example, are caused by the demands of
self-obsessed spouses.
That then is the essential condition or state of the ruined self.
obsessed. It takes itself in practice as God.
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It is self-

The Result
Going back to Romans 1 again, verses 24-27 show us the result of
people’s self-obsession. They worship the body. That is the natural
consequence of people taking themselves in practice as God. The body
becomes the primary area of pleasure for them.
It’s important to understand that this almost always happens when people
do not live honestly and interactively with God. Their body becomes
central to them.
That isn’t surprising is it? If human beings are God, then pursuing every
pleasurable sensation that they can get out of the body becomes the
obvious and even logical thing to do.
The pleasurable sensation that I’m talking about is primarily sexual of
course though bodily violence is a close second. It has always been so
that decadent societies are obsessed with sex and violence and ours is no
different. Someone asked me why people make and watch those
gruesome slasher films? Their doing so is on the same continuum as the
gladiator games in Rome. Americans are simply following in the footsteps
of the Sodomites, the Spartans, the Romans, and so on.
We complain about all of the sex and violence on television and in movies
but that is just the inevitable consequence of people’s self-obsession. It
won’t change as long as people are self-obsessed.
The difficulty is that sensuality can never be satisfied. It does not limit
itself. That’s because of two things that are inherently true of bodily
desire.
First, bodily desire grows by what it feeds on. It’s like drinking salt
water. The more that we drink, the thirstier it makes us. Bodily desire
is like that. The more that we indulge it, the greater it becomes. It
grows by what it feeds on.
Second, continually feeding bodily desires deadens feeling. The feeling
that people get from a repeated experience diminishes over time.
You can see the conundrum that these two things create. As people feed
a particular desire, the desire to feel increases but what is felt
decreases. The result is that they must continually seek more and new
sensations. That explains the sexual perversions that Paul describes in
verses 26-27. Remember acclaimed move star Hugh Grant being arrested
for having sex with a prostitute in a car. People scratched their heads
and wondered what possessed him to do that. I mean he could have had
any number of women that he wanted anytime and anywhere. So why a
prostitute in a car. I believe that what I just said explains it.
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Lost
That then is what the ruined self is about. A person takes himself or
herself in practice as God. He or she is self-obsessed. The result is that
the body becomes primary and central. It drives his or her life more than
anything else does.
That understanding of the ruined self helps us understand something
about those apart from Jesus. They are lost. That is a buzzword of ours
in the evangelical community. We are constantly lamenting the fact that
all non-Christians are lost. But do we truly understand what it means? I
suspect that most of us don’t. I didn’t at least until six years ago.
Most Christians define lost in terms of destination. People are lost
because they going to wind up in the wrong place. The place of course is
hell. But that definition isn’t correct.
To correctly define lost, let’s consider it in terms of objects or things
instead of people. Several months ago, my wife’s cell phone charger that
she plugs into the cigarette lighter of our car was lost. What does that
mean specifically? It means that it was out of place, not where it was
supposed to be, in the ashtray of our car. And because it was out of
place, it wasn’t integrated into her life. And because it wasn’t integrated
into her life, it was utterly useless. Wherever it was, it could not do
what it was made to do – recharge her cell phone.
Here’s what I want you to see about the cell phone charger. It wasn’t
lost because it was in the wrong place. It was in the wrong place
because it was lost.
It’s the very same way with non-Christians. They are not where they are
supposed to be – centered in God. They are out of place in other words.
And because they’re out of place, they aren’t integrated into God’s life.
And because they aren’t integrated into God’s life, they are utterly
useless to Him. They cannot be and do what they were made to be and
do.
Non-Christians, in other words, are lost to God. Just as my wife’s cell
phone charger was lost to her, so non-Christians are lost to God. They
aren’t lost because they’re going to the wrong place, hell. They’re going
to the wrong place, hell, because they’re lost.
Do you get the essential point here? The reference point of lostness isn’t
the non-Christians. What makes them lost is not the fact that they are
going to hell. The reference point of lostness is God. What makes nonChristians lost is the fact that they are useless to Him.
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Because non-Christians are lost to God, they’re lost to themselves as
well. They don’t know where they are or how to get where they want to
go. They’re disoriented to moral, personal, and divine reality.
Most of us have heard of the crisis experiences of actor Mel Gibson. He
has all the success that a person could ever want but is obviously
disoriented and depressed. He isn’t where he is supposed to be and
doesn’t know what he is doing or where he is going in his life. He is
lost.

Hell
I conclude our discussion of the ruined self with its ultimate destination
– hell. Paul defines what the essence of hell is in 2 Thessalonians 1:9.
It is being forever “away from the presence of the Lord and the
glory of His power.”
Based on our discussion of the ruined self and that definition of hell, I
ask you this pressing question. Why are the people who are in hell
ultimately there? They answer is “because they want to be.”
We absolutely must grasp this. Their orientation toward self makes it the
only place for which they are suited. It is the place that they, when
everything is said and done, would choose for themselves.
After all, the last thing that those who take themselves as God want is to
humble themselves and live in a God permeated world. They would find
such a world, quite frankly, unbearable.
That shows us the overwhelming problem that non-Christians have. They
do not and cannot want God. They are so engaged with self-worship that
they do not and cannot want God. They do not and cannot want God to
be God. That is why it takes a miracle, the working of the Holy Spirit in
their mind and heart, for them to want Him.
There’s something that we need to understand in that regard and I want
to emphasize this. Wanting God to be God is a very different thing than
wanting God to help me.
We must be clear about that and we must help those who seek conversion
to be clear about it. It isn’t enough just to want God to help us. That
does not save us. We must want God to be God.
I try to make this clear to people who are “making a decision for Jesus.”
People usually make that decision because they want Jesus to help them
and that is a legitimate motivation. But I also make clear to them that
He can only help them if He and not they is the God of their lives.
32

The ultimately lost people are those who cannot want God. We can only
pray for them that the Holy Spirit will somehow break the forces of
darkness and self the enslave them – that He will give them the freedom
to want God to be God.
The Restored Self
We now come to a far more cheerful topic – the restored self. We have
seen that the self in its natural state is ruined. But the good news of the
gospel is that the ruined self can be restored. I mean in its inner
dimensions. The inner dimensions that we identified can be restored.
This restoration takes place through the finished work of Jesus (birth,
life, death, resurrection, and ascension) and the continuing work of the
Holy Spirit. Because Jesus did what He did, the Holy Spirit is able to do
what He does – restore the ruined self.
The restored self has two defining characteristics that I want us now to
examine and discuss.

Dead to Self
First, it is dead to self.
Paul teaches us about just that in Colossians 3:3-5. Notice the words in
verse 3, “For you have died.” They mean essentially that we are dead
to sin and self. This is a repeated theme in the New Testament. Those
whom God has redeemed are dead to self.
Being dead to self is an inner condition or state. It is a condition or
state in which we are no longer responsive to the self.
An analogy helps us understand this condition. When someone is
sleeping soundly, we say that they are “dead to the world.” You’ve all
seen those funny videos when someone puts shaving cream in the hand of
a sleeping person without that person knowing it. He is able to do that
because the sleeping person is “dead to the world.” And because he is,
what’s happening doesn’t disturb him and he does not respond at all to it.
That helps us understand what it means to be dead to self.
we are not responsive to it.

It means that

“Not responsive to it” has a specific meaning that I want to explain to
you. Please listen carefully to the language that I use as I do. Some is
taken from Willard’s book but I’ve carefully chosen it all. I want you to
listen carefully to it because it comprises part of our ultimate aim. What
I describe is one-half of our ultimate goal as followers of Jesus.
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Being dead or not responsive to self means that we are not inclined to
take ourselves in practice as God. It means that we are not inclined to
make our selves and our survival the ultimate reference point in our
world.
In this condition or state, we are no longer controlled in thought, feeling,
and action by self-exaltation or the will to have our own way. When our
self was ruined, our overriding object in daily life was to secure,
promote, and indulge our self. But when our self is restored, that is no
longer an object of ours.
That in turn dramatically alters the way we live in the everyday places
and routines of our lives. Now, not getting what we want doesn’t
surprise, offend, or control us. What a life-changing thing that is. We
don’t get what we desire or want and we aren’t upset or affected by it at
all. Why is that? It’s because we are dead to self and those that is the
practical implication of being so.
I knew a Christian couple years ago who invited another couple, friends
of theirs, to their son’s family birthday party. But their friends didn’t
invite them to their son’s family birthday party several months later.
That Christian couple were offended and upset that they didn’t and
stewed about it for some time. They even avoided contact with their
friends for awhile.
That couple reacted and acted the way that they did because they are
self-obsessed. If they had not been self-obsessed but dead to self, they
would not have reacted and acted that way. They would hardly have
noticed the slight. And even if they had, it would not have disturbed
them. They would not have stewed about it but would have been at
peace. And because they were at peace, they would not have avoided
contact with their friends for awhile.
That doesn’t mean that those who are dead to self are stoics who don’t
have any feelings about things because they do. People who are dead to
self are passionate people in fact. They feel deeply but rightly.
That’s the key. They feel rightly. Things may disturb them but not in
relation to themselves. It is always in relation to God or others. That’s
because they’re basically indifferent to the fulfillment of their own
desires. What they’re disturbed about has nothing to do with them.
Thus, a Christian gossips about another Christian who is dead to self.
The Christian who is dead to self hears about it and is disturbed about
the effects of that gossip. But he isn’t disturbed about those effects on
himself because he’s dead to that. He’s disturbed instead about those
effects on the gossiper himself and those who hear it. He feels rightly.
34

That then is what dead to self is. It is a condition or state in which we
are not inclined to take ourselves as God. We are not inclined to make
ourselves and our survival the ultimate reference point of our world. We
do not go about our day with the same object that others do – to secure,
promote, and indulge ourselves.
George Mueller founded what became an astonishing orphanage ministry
in 19th century England. Mueller was a great man of God who eventually
became dead to self. He described it this way in his journal: “There was
a day when I died: died to George Mueller, his opinions,
preferences, tastes and will; died to the world, its approval or
censure; died to the approval or blame even of my brethren or
friends, and since then, I have studied only to show myself
‘approved unto God.’”

Alive to God
That last line in Mueller’s statement expresses the second characteristic
of the restored self. The words “approved unto God” suggest being alive
to God. That is the second characteristic of the restored self. It is alive
to God.
Those who have a restored self are inclined to secure, exalt, and promote
the interests, concerns, and welfare of God and others before their own.
Notice that God and others come before them in their order of priority
and concern. Securing, exalting, and promoting God and others control
their thoughts, feelings, and actions – not securing, exalting, and
promoting themselves.
Thus, the Christian who is gossiped about instantly thinks about the
gossip displeasing God and causing a breach in His relationship with the
gossiper. He is inclined to God and others before himself.
We often describe this condition or state in terms of will. In it, God’s
will is our will. We have no other will in fact than to follow Him
wherever He leads. Some writers call what I’m talking about
abandonment or surrender. Our will has been effectively abandoned or
surrendered to God’s will. We are in a condition or state in which we
only want what He wants. Our life becomes caught up in His life.
This is the most desirable condition or state that a person can ever be in.
That’s because in it, we are able for the first time in our lives to do what
we want to do. On the one hand, we’re able to do all the bad that we
want to do, which is none at all. We don’t want to do the bad and so we
don’t. On the other hand, we’re also able to do all the good that we
want to do. What we want to do, always, is the good and we are able to
do it.
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This is what the Bible calls freedom. Our culture values and promotes
personal freedom. The great irony is that those who comprise it and
clamor for this are slaves to their body and the passions that inhabit it.
In truth, they have no idea what freedom is. True freedom is wanting to
do whatever it is that you want to do, which in turn produces positive
results. The only people who are truly free are thus those who have
abandoned and surrendered themselves to God.
That is a critical point that the people that we’re trying to win to Jesus
and we must grasp it if we’re to get anywhere. People think that
surrender to God is a restricting and binding thing. They think that
because they assume that they will still have the same desire to secure,
indulge, and promote themselves after they surrender as they do before.
What they don’t realize is that the things that we wanted to do before –
secure, indulge, and promote ourselves – are now ridiculous and
uninteresting to us. We actually don’t want to do those things, meaning
that we will not to do them. We want to actually do God’s will instead,
which we’re able to do. Our situation is then that we are able to do
whatever we want to do. And that is freedom.
A Christian I know explained why it took him so many years to become a
follower of Jesus. He was an aggressive man and believed that
Christianity was too passive. He didn’t want to become a Christian and
not be able to tell people off, give them a piece of his mind, and so on.
But he did eventually become a Christian and his testimony is this. Now
that he’s a friend of Jesus, he doesn’t want to tell people off, give them
a piece of his mind, and so on. He wants to be kind and good instead,
which he’s able to do. He is free.
You can see in summary that being dead to self is actually two things.
We are dead to self and alive to God and His will.

Never Totally Dead to Self
What I’ve just said doesn’t mean though that we will ever be totally dead
to self. As long as we are in these human bodies, there will be some
sensitivity to self-will within us. We will sometimes feel the pull to
secure, promote, or indulge ourselves. And there will always be the
possibility of yielding to it.
But the difference, when we’re dead to self, is this. First, feeling the
pull that I just defined is the exception not the rule. We sometimes feel
it but do not normally feel it. Second, we do not welcome this pull like
so called “normal” people do. It is something that we do not want. And
third, we do not allow it to take over our actions and lives. We control it
instead it controlling us.
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In the final analysis, we are no longer fiercely and constantly struggling
with the self. Love of God and others, not love of self, is primary in our
lives and generally direct what we think, feel, and do. The self directing
those things is now the continually diminishing exception and not the rule
in our persons and lives.
I am experiencing what I’ve just described. I still feel the pull to secure,
promote, and indulge my self but I feel it less and less frequently and
intensely as I continue to arrange my affairs around Jesus.
Just this past week, a misunderstanding occurred between my wife and
me. In the course of discussing it, I began defending myself to her. She
reminded me as I did what I’ve said to her and you many times before.
We shouldn’t defend ourselves except to promote some greater good. We
should put our vindication and defense in the hands of God. In days
gone by, if she had said that, I would have immediately gotten defensive
and mad. I would then probably have given her the silent treatment for
five minutes or so. But I didn’t. I responded that she was right and quit
trying to defend what I had done without any hard feelings.
Notice two things. First, the pull to secure, promote, and indulge myself
was still there. That’s why I began defending myself. But second, it was
far weaker than it used to be so that I was easily able to overcome it in
the moment of encounter.
The point is that I’m not there yet but I am getting there – closer and
closer at least. The pull to God is continually increasing and the pull to
self is continually decreasing – and what a difference that makes in the
way that I’m experiencing people and life.

Crucifying the Self
At this point, we need to examine how we attain the condition or state
that I’ve explained to you – how we get to the point that we are dead to
self and alive to God.
I remind you of what I said before. This is first and foremost the work of
the Holy Spirit based on the finished work of Jesus. The Holy Spirit must
transform us inside for this to happen and the work of His in doing so is
primary. But as always, we do have a part to play in that and we need to
learn what that part is.
Let me say first of all that dying to self and coming alive to God occurs
as we strive with the Holy Spirit to bring each of our five inner
dimensions into conformity to the image of Jesus. We will begin
discussing soon what that means.
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But at the same time, dying to self and coming alive to God is something
that we must specifically pursue and I want to emphasize that. You and I
must specifically pursue death to self and aliveness to God. According to
Willard, doing that requires two things of us and let me warn you these
are profound and dramatic things.
First, we must develop the right vision of reality. Each of us, right now
as I speak, has a vision of reality when it comes to the self that we are.
The issue is whether or not our vision is accurate or not accurate.
I hear people say all the time, for instance, that Christians sin in word,
thought, or deed everyday. This statement reflects a vision of reality. It
flows from a whole set of beliefs about God and His work and the self
that we are and that we can become.
Several years ago, a person who no longer attends our church came into
my office and expressed his total frustration with me. He told me
vigorously, in no uncertain terms, that what I was preaching was
unrealistic. He said that people cannot become the kind of people that
I’m telling them that they can become. My expectations are far too high,
he said, and it’s hurting people.
I admit that the things that I’ve said in that regard are radical. Receive
criticism with joy. Don’t desire people’s praise. Love those who sue you.
Be glad for your competitors when they defeat you. And so on.
I have a vision of reality. Based on the finished work of Jesus and
through the transforming work of the Holy Spirit, we can become the kind
of person who consistently does that.
The man who talked to me that day has a vision of reality. We are fallen
human beings after all and we cannot really even approach becoming the
kind of person who consistently does that.
Those are different, even opposite, visions of reality and logically only
one can be true. So which is it?
That is a critical question because our vision of reality determines the
commitments we make. If our vision of reality is that we can be dead to
self and alive to God as I defined it, we may then commit ourselves to
attaining that vision and will achieve it if we do. If our vision of reality
is that we cannot be dead to self and alive to God, then we absolutely
will not commit ourselves to it and thus will not achieve it.
I ask you two questions. First, what is your vision of reality? What do
you believe about God and His work and the kind of person that you can
become? And second, is your vision correct? Is reality as you perceive it
to be?
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However you answer those questions, I will tell you this. You and I need
to get our vision of reality from the Bible. That’s exactly what I told that
man in my office that day. For most of my life, I didn’t have the vision
of reality that I have now. Why do I now have that vision? It’s because
I studied Scripture carefully, in detail, and that’s what it teaches.
Let me give you some of the passages that shaped the vision of reality
that I have now.
#1 - Matthew 5-7. I’ve taught a course on the Sermon on the Mount and
you know the kinds of things that are in it if you do. Jesus says, for
instance, that kingdom people care about the well-being and joy of those
who sue them.
#2 – John 4:13-14; 7:37-39. Being thirsty refers to being driven and
ruled by unsatisfied desires. But through the Holy Spirit (7:39), those
desires will be so satisfied that from us will flow an abundance of joy
that those around us will clearly see and want.
#3 - 2 Corinthians 3:18. We are continually being formed into the image
of God’s glory. Our personality and life, in other words, can reflect and
express accurately what God Himself is like.
#4 – Ephesians 3:16-21. God strengthens our inner dimensions through
the Holy Spirit so that Jesus will dwell in our hearts through faith. The
psychological advancement that the counseling professions seek in human
power God brings about through supernatural power. This advancement,
in nature and degree, is to what verse 19 calls “the fullness of God.” We
can be filled up to the fullness of God “according to the power that
works within us,” to quote verse 20.
#4 – Hebrews 6:4-6. Notice the empowerment that is available to us in
Jesus: (1) enlightened; (2) tasted of the heavenly gift; (3) partakers of
the Holy Spirit; and (4) tasted the good word of God and the powers of
the age to come, that is, heaven.
#5 – 2 Peter 1:2-4. This passage teaches that whom God calls, He
enables. Verse 2 says that grace and peace are multiplied to us. Verse 3
points out that the very power of God Himself gives us everything that we
need to have abundance of godliness and life. Verse 4 declares the
person, power, and promises of Jesus make us partakers of the divine
nature. What God is like we become like in other words.
#6 – 1 John 3:6-19. Verse 9 teaches that the very seed or nature of God
abides in us. That is his way of saying what Peter said. We are like
what God is like in the core of our being. We cannot therefore sin.
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Now, you and I must come to terms with passages like these. If we say
that we are Bible-believing Christians, we must let them speak for
themselves, removing any biases that our own condition and experiences
may have imposed on us.
These passages cannot be reconciled with the idea that Christians sin in
word, thought, or deed everyday. There are two different and
contrasting visions of reality.
The first is that Christians are just forgiven. We are not drastically
different in nature and thus behavior than non-Christians are. We pretty
much wrestle with the same urges and inclinations that they wrestle with.
We are more restrained in giving them expression but we frequently do
nonetheless. The one thing more than any other that separates us from
them is that we’re forgiven. We sin everyday but repent and are
forgiven. They sin everyday but don’t repent and aren’t forgiven. That
is the essential meaning of the slogan that we’ve discussed before,
“Christians aren’t perfect; just forgiven.”
There is a second vision of reality. Christians can become perfect as God
is perfect and I’m quoting Jesus in Matthew 5:48. I’ve explained what
that means in other classes. The Greek word translated “perfect” means
functional. We can become highly functional individuals who are
consistently just like Jesus in what we are and do. When we become
that, our urges and inclinations and thus our behavior are drastically
different than those of non-Christians are. We do sin in word, thought,
and deed but it isn’t everyday. As the passages we read indicate, sin
becomes the exceptional and not the habitual work of our lives. We
become the kind of kingdom people that Jesus describes in Matthew 5-7.
So that’s the first thing that dying to self and coming alive to God
require of us. We must change our vision of reality. We must embrace
the Bible’s view of the divine world that is available to us and the divine
person (like Jesus) and life that we can achieve through it.
But death to self and aliveness to God require a second thing. We must
change our intentions. We must decide to pursue the divine world and
the divine person (like Jesus) and life that we now envision.
Intention means that we do whatever is necessary to die to self and come
alive to God. Whatever is necessary refers to the means by which we die
to self and come alive to God. We will learn that means as we discuss
each of the five inner dimensions. Intention means that when we learn
what is necessary, we then put that into practice. We not only learn it
but also actually do it.
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The intention that I’m talking about demands a rearranging of our affairs.
We cannot try to fit death to self and aliveness to God into our daily
affairs and get very far. We have to arrange our daily affairs around
death to self and aliveness to God.
When we discuss the soul, for example, we’ll learn that one of the things
that restores it is engage God’s written word, the Bible, in a certain way.
When I learned that, I realized that I was not engaging it in that way.
Most of my interaction with it was geared to preaching and teaching. So,
I changed my daily routine and the way that I approached the Bible. I
set aside time in the evening and began reading and studying the Bible in
a specific way that would restore my soul.
The lesson is this. One of the things that is necessary for our soul to be
restored is to engage the Bible in a certain way. Intention simply means
that I am willing to do that and do.
There is one thing in general that we must do in order to have a restored
self and I close out our discussion of that subject with it. We must
crucify the self daily.
That is exactly what Jesus calls us to do in a handful of passages
including Luke 9:23-25. In this passage and others, Jesus calls us to
deny ourselves and take up our cross daily.
You know what the cross is. It is an instrument of death. So when Jesus
tells us to take up our cross, He is telling us to die. That reminds me of
something that Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote and that I enjoy quoting,
“When Jesus calls a man, He bids him come and die.”
Notice the word “daily” in verse 23. We aren’t to die just once but many
times – daily in fact. There was an old Chinese method of execution
called death by a thousand cuts and that is a good analogy here. Jesus
calls us to die a thousand deaths, actually countless deaths, for Him.
That doesn’t refer to the death of our body of course but to the death of
the self. Verses 24 and 25 make clear that is what Jesus is talking
about. We must die daily, thousands of times, to self.
The exemplary Quaker John Woolman recounts an experience in his
journal that helps us understand what that means. While he was praying,
he had a vision and heard a soft melodious voice that said: “John
Woolman is dead. John Woolman is dead. John Woolman is dead.”
He didn’t know what that meant and so “went deep” as he said it to find
out. Finally, he heard the words, “I am crucified with Christ.” He
then writes in his journal about what happened after that: “Then the
mystery was opened, and I perceived . . . that the language ‘John
Woolman is dead’ meant no more than the death of my own will.”
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That is what dying to self is all about. We consciously surrender our will
moment by moment to Jesus. Having studied and understood that His
way is, we willfully and purposely release having our own way and seek
having His way instead. As we face the ordinary decisions,
circumstances, and trials of everyday life, we do the best we can to give
in to what He wills, not what we will.
The opportunities to do this are almost countless. Someone cuts you off
in traffic and you want to beep at him or her. Pray for them instead. It
rains on your picnic and you want to complain. Express thanks instead.
Someone puts you on hold for ten minutes and you want to scold him or
her. Be kind to them instead. You’re tempted to spend money on
something you don’t need. Don’t spend it but give it. You want to sit
down and watch mindless television shows for two hours. Read and study
the Bible instead. You want to make known a good deed of yours. Keep
it to yourself instead. And so in it goes all day, week, month, and
yearlong.
You might dismiss doing those kinds of things as too trivial to make an
impact but they aren’t. Each of them is in fact what I call “a little
crucifixion.” That is what they are and we should think of them in those
terms. They are little crucifixions, little Golgotha’s, of the self. Jesus
died once and for all for us and we are dying over and over again daily
for Him.
And what a person-transforming thing this daily dying is. Little by little,
these moment-by-moment crucifixions are changing us. They don’t
change us like a tornado changes things – suddenly and dramatically.
They change us like a grain of sand in an oyster changes things - slowly
but surely.
As these little crucifixions take place, new graces slowly emerge in us.
I’m talking about things like the ability to turn the other cheek, to give
liberally, to smile when things are bad, to rejoice at the success of
others, to forgive, and much more.
These graces emerge until finally, our self or will is essentially dead. It
hasn’t been obliterated but transformed. It has been transformed by the
Holy Spirit into conformity with the self or will of Jesus. We will what He
wills.
Again, it is the Holy Spirit who transforms. But He does so only as we
give Him something to work with. That something is our conscious,
purposeful, and constant crucifixion of the self as I described it.
There is something that we must be sensitive to and clear about as we do
this. People often confuse wanting what is good and right to prevail with
wanting their own way.
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This happens quite frequently especially with those Christians who aren’t
honest about their own self-obsession. They sometimes take stands
under the pretense of wanting and seeking what is noble and good. But
in reality, they’re simply wanting and seeking their own way.
I know a church that was embroiled in a controversy over pacifism and
patriotism. The pastor was a pacifist but the majority of the church
board was not. So the pastor didn’t want patriotic hymns sung on the 4th
of July Sunday, for instance, but the board did. They also argued
vociferously over the church sign. The pastor put pacifist slogans on it.
When the board members saw it, they changed it and put a patriotic
slogan on it. And when the pastor saw they changed it, he changed it
and so on it went. It became a bitter feud with the pastor finally
resigning his position at the behest of his denominational leaders.
Both sides in the controversy claimed to be standing on and defending
Biblical principles. They had convinced themselves that their motives
were purely for the sake of the kingdom. But the vindictive and bitter
attitudes and the invectives that they hurled at each other showed that
there was an additional something else driving the struggle. That
something else was their will to get their own way.
We must sometimes stand up and contend for what is right. But at the
same time, we must make sure that contending for what is right, and not
getting our own way, is really what we’re doing.

The Benefits
I close out our discussion of being dead to self and alive to God by
simply noting how beneficial to us that condition or state is. I’m not
exaggerating when I say that dying to self and coming alive to God
changes the entire landscape of our person and life.
One of our greatest burdens, for instance, is always having to get our
own way. Identify in your own life all the tension, anger, retaliation,
conflict, and worry that having to get your own way has caused or is
causing. John Maxwell points out and I think correctly so that many
illnesses can be tied directly to the agitation and concern that having to
get our own way causes.
Now, imagine what life would be like for the person who is dead to
getting his or her own way and alive to assisting others to get theirs.
Imagine how drastically that person and his or her life would change.
Imagine the peace, harmony, and joy that such a person would experience
and know. Death to self and aliveness to God releases us from what is
probably the most crushing of all burdens – always having to get our own
way. What a blessed release it is.
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That is just one of the countless personal benefits that we receive when
death to self and aliveness to God characterizes our person and life.
The Pattern of Formation
Let’s summarize where we are to this point. We’ve identified the inner
dimensions that make up the human self. We’ve also examined the basic
condition of the ruined self and the restored self. We are now ready to
examine and discuss what our part is in moving from the one condition to
the other.
We’ve discussed generally how to do that, by dying daily to self. But now
we’ll discuss it much more specifically with regard to the five dimensions
that make us up.
Before we do that, however, there are several matters that we must take
up. These matters will enhance our ability to do what we need to do in
order to be transformed.

Never Arrive
The first matter that we need to take up is that we’ll never arrive. We’ll
never arrive in our spiritual lives – not in our life on earth at least.
Many Christians don’t have a balanced view about this.
On the one extreme, some Christians believe that we’re all miserable
sinners and that we will stay at that way until the day that we die. They
believe that the low level of spiritual living that we see around us is
normal. It’s simply the human condition that we should expect even of
Christians.
On the other hand, some Christians believe that can be entirely
sanctified. And when we are, we reach a state of virtual perfection. We
become sin-free. A retired Friends minister taught me just that when I
was growing up. He spent quite some time teaching me about entire
sanctification and the total eradication of our sin nature.
Neither of these extremes is correct.
argues two things.

The correct position is one that

First, we cannot become perfect like Jesus but we can become functional
like Him. We can become the kind of person for whom righteousness is
the norm and unrighteousness the exception in our lives.
Second, we will never arrive. Even when we’re functional like Jesus,
we’re still capable of returning to the old ruined self that we were.
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There is always a spark of evil in us, a spark that can be fanned into a
flame of sin if we let it. 2000 years of history have proven this to be so.
Besides that, all of us have seen it ourselves in our lives or the lives of
others.
I know I have. The General Superintendent and the Presiding Clerk of
the Evangelical Friends Church – Eastern Region signed my ministerial
credentials back in 1978. The Presiding Clerk is usually a pastor and this
one was. I held him in high regard and had the deepest respect for him.
Imagine my surprise when he was later stripped of his credentials for
having an adulterous affair with a woman in his church.
I say that to say this. You and I must never rest on our spiritual laurels.
We are going to fall if we do.
As we will shortly see, Christian spiritual formation requires well-directed
and unrelenting action on our part. It requires that we do certain things
and do them continually with intensity. If we do those things, we’ll
progress in our Christian spiritual formation. We’ll become more and
more like Jesus and grow more and more in our righteousness.
Now, suppose that we do this over 20 or 30 years and become the kind of
person who is like Jesus. Also suppose that we decide to rest on our
laurels and becomes slack in our practice of the spiritual life. We quit
doing the things that we need to do or quit doing them with intensity.
What will happen to us? It’s obvious that we’ll fall. We’ll find ourselves
falling back into the impulses and behaviors of the ruined self. We’ll find
sin and not righteousness once again reigning in our lives.
The moral is clear. We’ll never arrive spiritually and thus cannot rest on
our laurels. Past spiritual attainments do not give us some kind of
special merit that allows us to let up in our pursuit of God and His
righteousness. We’re in the truest sense of the word “recovering sinners”
who will slip and fall if we don’t stay well-directed and unrelenting in our
pursuit of Christlikness.

VIM
The second preliminary matter that we must take up is the general
pattern of Christian spiritual formation. This general pattern doesn’t just
apply to spiritual formation. It actually applies to every endeavor of life.
Whenever you see a human being who has become or accomplished
something, he or she has always followed the same pattern to become or
accomplish it. There are only very rare exceptions to this.
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There are different ways of expressing this general pattern. I’m going to
use Willard’s model that he explains in chapter 5 Renovation of the Heart.
It’s what he calls “VIM.”
All of you have heard the phrase “vim and vigor.” I once told someone,
for instance, that my brother Danny had vim and vigor. Vim and vigor
are actually synonyms. My Webster’s 21st Century Dictionary, in fact,
defines “vim” as “vigor.” The word “vim” is derived from the Latin word
“vis,” which means energy and strength.
I want you to think about something that some person has accomplished.
I had a pastor friend in Cleveland, for instance, who learned to speak and
write Spanish fluently.
But no matter what the accomplishment is, the one who achieved it
followed a general pattern in doing so. That’s because there truly is a
general pattern for all human accomplishment. The general pattern
involves three specific elements, which is where the word “vim” comes in.
It gives us an acronym for understanding and remembering what those
three elements are.
The first element in all achievement is vision. We start here because
becoming or achieving something always begins with vision. Vision has
two parts.
First, we determine what the benefits of becoming or achieving the thing
are. This involves examining what it would be like to become or achieve
it. And why it would be valuable, why our lives and we would be so much
better if we did.
Vision has a second part. We determine what the costs of becoming or
achieving the thing are. This involves examining what has to be done to
become or achieve it and what the cost of that is in terms of time,
energy, and money.
If becoming or achieving the thing is a bargain, if the benefits outweigh
the cost, we are then gripped by the desirability of it. We deeply or
maybe even desperately want it. We have a vision of it in other words or
more accurately the vision of it has us. It has captured us.
Willard uses learning another language to illustrate this.
He points out that language learning is generally unsuccessful in
American educational systems. That’s because Americans think that the
costs of learning another language outweigh the benefits. It isn’t a
bargain for them and thus they aren’t gripped by the desirability of it.
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In contrast, the English language is learned at a phenomenal rate around
the world. It is the universal language. So, non-Americans think the
benefits of learning it far outweigh the costs. It’s a great bargain to
them and they’re gripped by the desirability of it.
Simply put, Americans don’t have a vision for language learning.
Americans do.

Non-

That explains my pastor friend learning Spanish. There was a large
Hispanic community near his church. He believed that learning Spanish
would enable him to reach it for Jesus. To him, that benefit far
outweighed any costs. It was a great bargain to him and he was gripped
by the desirability of it. He had a vision of learning Spanish.
All accomplishments begin that way, with a vision – including Christian
spiritual formation. If you have a vision for becoming like Jesus, you can
become that. If you don’t have a vision for that, you can’t.
So, get a vision for becoming like Jesus.
requires two things.

As we’ve learned, doing that

First, we determine what the benefits of becoming like Him are. We
examine and imagine what it would be like to become that and why it
would be valuable, why our lives and we would be so much better if we
did.
I’ve done that with regard to the different details of that condition. I’ve
sat down and imagined what my life would be like, for example, if I
actually felt gratitude and joy when someone criticized me or what it
would be like if I actually felt love and compassion for those who
wronged me or what it would be like if I actually felt peace in the midst
of illness, financial problems or more. I also contemplated Jesus coming
again and how I’d feel if I had devoted my life to becoming like Him and
if I hadn’t. I’ve taken the time to determine what the benefits of
becoming like Jesus are.
There’s a second thing that getting a vision for becoming like Him
requires. We must determine what the costs of becoming like Him are.
We examine what has to be done to become or achieve it and what the
cost of that is in terms of time, energy, and money is. We will begin the
process of doing that next week as we launch our study of the five inner
dimensions. We will look closely at what the transformation of each
dimension requires of us.
After our class is over in August, you will then be able to determine this.
Is becoming like Jesus a bargain? Do the benefits outweigh the cost?
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If we assess this objectively and accurately, we’ll find that becoming like
Jesus is the greatest bargain in life. We’ll then be gripped by the
desirability of it. We’ll deeply or maybe even desperately want it. We’ll
have a vision of it in other words or more accurately the vision of it will
have us. It has captured us.
I can tell you right now. If you do not go through this first step of
developing a vision for becoming like Jesus, you will not become like Him.
You will simply not be willing to do your part that the Holy Spirit requires
of you.
There’s a second element in the general patter of human accomplishment
in general and Christian spiritual formation in particular. That element is
intent. Vision isn’t enough. We must also have intention.
Intention is an act of our will.
vision we have.

We decide or purpose to carry out the

There’s something that we need to grasp in that regard. Becoming or
achieving something rarely happens by accident or drift.
Let’s go back to my pastor friend again. Suppose that he tells me
he’s going to learn Spanish. I then ask him what he’s going to do
learn it. To which he replied, “Nothing, I’m just going to wait
to happen.” And that’s what he does. Day after day, week after
he does nothing except wait for it to happen.

that
to
for it
week,

That would be ludicrous wouldn’t it? That’s because becoming or
achieving something rarely happens by accident or drift. We must
actually intend it to happen.
Now, intending is always completed by deciding. Have you ever had
someone say that they’d do something and then not do it? Years ago, a
home repairman looked at a problem that I had with my house. He then
said that he’d give me an estimate to fix it within a week. I’m still
waiting on that estimate three years later.
Did that home repairman intend to give me an estimate? No, he did not.
His intention did begin to develop, which was why he came to my house
in the first place. But for one reason or another, it was aborted before it
was completed. He never decided to give it to me.
You can see that deciding to become or achieve something completes our
intention to do it.
That is a critical point because of what it implies. All accomplishments
including learning a language, getting a degree, losing weight, and so on
aren’t things that are caused. They’re things that are chosen.
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My pastor friend, for instance, learned Spanish because he intended and
then decided to.
It works that very same way in Christian spiritual formation. Becoming
like Jesus doesn’t just happen by accident or drift. If we get saved and
do nothing but wait for the Holy Spirit to transform us, He will not.
Christian spiritual formation isn’t caused. It’s chosen.
So, we must actually intend to become like Jesus. We must then
complete our intention by making and carrying out the decision to become
like Him.
Do you realize what that means? If you have a vision for becoming like
Jesus when this class is over in August, you will then be faced with the
most critical decision of your life. Will you do what is necessary to
become like Him? At that point, you will know what is necessary. You
will then decide in that regard to do or not do what is necessary. You
will decide to become or not become like Jesus. All of us will make one
of those two decisions.
The third element in the general pattern of human accomplishment in
general and Christian spiritual formation in particular is means.
Almost every vision or end has means that are known to be effective in
accomplishing it. This third element is about those means. We must do
two things.
First, we must discover what the means to the end are. The means to the
end aren’t mysterious. They’re usually known. So, we make the effort to
figure out what they are.
Returning to language again, there are means that are known to be
effective in learning language. Those means are signing up for language
courses, listening to CD’s, buying books, associating with people who
speak the language, getting immersed in the culture, possibly spending
some time in the country, and practice, practice, practice.
The second thing that we must do is to employ the means that we’ve
discovered. We must thoughtfully and persistently do the things that are
effective in accomplishing the vision we have.
My pastor friend did just that. He signed up for Spanish classes at a
local college, bought Spanish cassette tapes, befriended several Spanishspeaking people, and practiced, practiced, practiced.
What is true of learning a language is also true of Christian spiritual
formation. We must discover and then employ the means for becoming
like Jesus.
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I’ve said over and over again that the primary means in that regard is the
Holy Spirit. He must work supernaturally in us and transform us or we
can’t become like Jesus.
But once again, I say that we do have a part to play in that. Once we’ve
developed a vision for that and intend to pursue it, we must then
discover and employ the means for doing so.
The means that are effective in becoming like Jesus aren’t mysterious.
They are in fact well known. You will learn what those means are in
detail during the next 12 weeks as we examine each of our five
dimensions.
But Willard does mention six things that we can do in general that enable
the Holy Spirit to transform us.
The first is that we can retrain our thinking by study and meditation. We
study and meditate on Jesus and His teachings and the teachings of the
Bible. We focus here on those teachings about God, His world, and our
life in that world.
I have for instance studied the five slave passages in the Bible. I have
read them over and over again and tried to grasp the divine principles
that they contain. I’ve also given serious thought to what those
principles mean to my world and life.
These passages have profound implications to our jobs and professions
for instance. I think differently than most people about jobs and
professions. I actually believe that there is no such thing as a
demeaning job as long as it’s moral. I actually think that a janitor
scrubbing toilets or a garbage collector picking up trash are doing work
that is as noble as the Senator drafting legislation. I believe that the
janitor and garbage collector’s work can glorify God as much as the
Senator’s.
I’ve counseled many people over the years who were embarrassed by
their so-called “low level” jobs, who felt inferior because they had them.
So I shared with them what I just shared with you. But it has never
worked. They never bought into what I said. They thought that it was
just nice talk.
Do you grasp what they need to do? They need to retrain their thinking
by studying and meditating on God and His word.
The second thing that we can do is to seriously reflect on the nature and
bitter outcome of the standard human way in various situations in
contrast to the way of Jesus.
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I myself do this as I anticipate entering a situation in which I might blow
it or after leaving a situation in which I have blown it. In either context,
I think seriously about the contrasting consequences of doing things
according to human nature or according to Jesus.
I think about telemarketing calls for instance. The human way is to be
angry and chastise the caller or to be rude and just hang up on him or
her. The way of Jesus is to regard the caller as a valuable human being
and to be patient and kind with him or her.
I know several people who make their living making such calls. They’ve
told me how profoundly people’s anger and rudeness have affected them
– how they feel so horrible after they finish working.
So I give serious thought to the effects of the standard human way in
dealing with telemarketers on them and the effects of the way of Jesus.
The human way destroys and demeans. The way of Jesus builds and
encourages.
A third thing that we can do is to practice explicitly self-sacrificial
actions. We do this when we are not on the spot or in demanding
situations. I explained this in detail before when I talked about little
crucifixions. We deny ourselves in less challenging situations, which in
turn prepares us for the more challenging situations. Doing that
consistently enables us to become the kind of person for whom “looking
out for number one” is not the framework of our life.
I do this in my marriage relationship. I don’t use ice cubes at all in
drinks but my wife uses them in all of hers. So there are always three or
four empty or half-filled trays in the freezer. It’s a little hassle to fill
those trays and I don’t like doing it but I have made the commitment to
doing it so that Jill won’t have to.
As trivial as that is, it is a sacrificial act nonetheless. And doing those
kinds of acts over and over again, when we’re not on the spot, can
transform us.
There’s a fourth thing we can do in our efforts to become like Jesus. We
can learn about and meditate upon the lives of well-known saints who
have practiced, continuously, in real life, the way of Jesus with enemies
and those in need.
I have been powerfully touched, for instance, by the actions of Francis of
Assisi, William Wilberforce, John Wesley, and John Woolman. These men
are inspirations and models for me and learning about them has
dramatically impacted the way that I think and act.
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A fifth thing that we can do is to examine human bitterness and conflict
and ponder whether or not we want to be part of that. Give thought to
the inner conditions of mind and heart that are both the sources and
results of such bitterness and conflict.
Last week, I pulled into the Wal-Mart parking lot to go to Dick’s Sporting
Goods Store. Between the time that I turned into the lot and got to
Dick’s, which is about .2 miles, I saw two drivers get mad at other
drivers and beep at and cuss them out as a result. These were two
separate incidents with 30 seconds of each other.
I gave serious thought to both of them. What must the inner condition of
mind and heart be to cause such an angry response to such a trivial
occurrence? And do I want to have that kind of condition of mind and
heart? That kind of thing is worth pondering.
Finally, the sixth thing that we can do is to pray earnestly and repeatedly
and ask God to work in our inner being. Ask Him to change the things
that need changed so that we can obey and love His Son, Jesus.
If you and I have examined ourselves, we know the things in our person
and life that need changed. So, we ask the Holy Spirit to change those
things.
There are many other things that we can do, as we will see, that enable
the Holy Spirit to transform us. These six though are enough to show us
that where there is a will, there is a way.
We’ve all heard people say that. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.
That isn’t always true but it is true when it comes to Christian spiritual
formation. There is a way to becoming like Jesus. The issue is, do we
have the will?
As Willard says it, “God is not going to pick us up by the seat of our
pants, as it were, and throw us into transformed kingdom living,
into ‘holiness.’”
He’s right about that. Can you and I become like Jesus? Yes, we can!
Can you and I become like Jesus without intending to? No, we cannot.
The problem with most of God’s people today isn’t that they can’t become
like Jesus. It’s that they don’t intend to. I trust and pray that you and I
do.
That then is the general pattern of Christian spiritual formation.
Becoming like Jesus requires three things of us. We must have a vision
for becoming so, intend to become so, and discover and employ the
means for becoming so.
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The Mind – Thoughts
We are now ready to study and discuss the five inner dimensions that
make up the self that we are. Our basic strategy will be to define each
dimension and then examine what we must do for the Holy Spirit to
transform it into the image and likeness of Jesus.
We begin, and properly so, with the mind and its thoughts.
several passages that reveal why we begin here.

There are

The first is Romans 1:18-21. This passage reveals that we first turned
away from God in our thoughts. Notice that these unbelievers knew that
God exists and that He is all-powerful but refused to acknowledge that He
is. Their rebellion against Him, in other words, began in their thoughts.
This rebellion, according to 2 Corinthians 4:3-4, is reinforced by Satan
Himself. Paul points out that Satan somehow is able to affect people’s
thoughts so that they don’t acknowledge the truth of the gospel. He
reiterates that in Ephesians 4:17-18.
These passages show us that it’s in our thoughts that we first turned
away from God. And thus, it is in our thoughts that the first movements
toward the restoration of our self occur. As Willard says it, “Thoughts
are the place where we can and must begin to change.”
Scripture, I think teaches us that very thing. In Romans 12:1-2, for
instance, Paul declares that we are transformed by the renewing of our
mind, referring specifically to our thoughts. In Ephesians 4:20-24, He
commands us to be renewed in the spirit of our mind, again referring to
our thought life. In 1 Corinthians 2:14-16, he contrasts the thought life
of natural people with those of spiritual people and calls us to have the
mind of Jesus Himself.
All of the passages I mentioned together indicate that it’s in our thoughts
that the Holy Spirit first begins to move upon us. It’s there that He
begins to direct our will to more and more thoughts that can be the basis
for aligning ourselves with God and His way.
There is another reason that transformation into Christlikeness begins
with the thoughts. It’s because the mind with its thoughts is the place of
our widest and most basic freedom.
We do not of course have total
freedom there but we do have great freedom there.
We can essentially choose to think about whatever it is that we want to
think about. We can place our thoughts on anything that we choose to.
We can bring anything before our mind and keep it there that we want to.
And it’s in that sense that our mind with its thoughts is the place of our
widest and most basic freedom.
53

I want you to stop for a moment and think about a favorite childhood
experience or event and I’ll do the same. What did you think about?
What you just did is an astonishing thing. You do it so commonly or
frequently that it doesn’t move you very much but it should. It’s
amazing. You thought about whatever it is that you thought about quite
easily and because you chose to.
That illustrates that our mind is the place of our widest and most basic
freedom. And that is one of the reasons that the first movements toward
Christlikeness begin in our mind and its thoughts.

Thoughts Defined
Because that’s so, we need to understand what thoughts are. So let’s
define them now. Thoughts are all the ways that we are conscious of
things. Those ways include memories, perceptions, beliefs, and what we
mean when we say that we’re thinking about something.
It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that thoughts are the most
basic source of life.
As a husband leaves for work one day, he notices dust on the coffee
table. Thinking that it’s a cute thing to do, he writes, “I love you” to his
wife in the dust. As he walks in the front door after work, he expects his
wife to warmly and maybe even sensuously greet him because of this
creative and spontaneous expression of love. But she greets him angrily
instead. She is short with him and hostile and he can’t figure out why.
But we can can’t we? It’s because of her thoughts, specifically her
perception, of the “I love you” in the dust of the coffee table. She
doesn’t take it to mean that he loves her. She takes it to mean that
she’s a lousy housekeeper and the fun begins.
You get my point. Thoughts really are the most basic source of life.
our thoughts go, so go our lives.
That’s true in several ways.

As

First, our thoughts condition or determine everything that we do. I know
a Christian who reads the Bible for an hour everyday. Why does he doe
that? It’s because of his thoughts, specifically, his beliefs. He believes
that it is literally God’s word and that reading and knowing it is vital for
a healthy and happy life. Our thoughts condition or determine everything
that we do.
Second, they evoke feelings. We think about starving children in Africa,
for instance, and feel sad. Or we perceive someone’s action as wronging
us and thinking about it, feel mad. Thoughts evoke feelings, a point that
we’re going to discuss in much greater detail next week.
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Third, thoughts bring vast ranges of reality and even non-reality before
us.
They bring vast ranges of reality before us. I am not in my backyard now
and cannot perceive it with my senses. But I can think about the sights,
sounds, and smells of it and it seems as if I’m there.
But our thoughts also bring vast ranges of non-reality before us. They
enable us to envision what is not yet the case but could be or ought to be
or should never be. This is part of our ability to create and achieve.
Thus, Michelangelo envisioned a non-reality, the Sistine Chapel mural,
which enabled him to eventually create it.
I mention that because bringing realities and non-realities before us
through our thoughts is crucial to Christian spiritual formation.
Romans 8:18 is an example of this. Paul mentions one of the things that
we have to do in order to have faith and joy. We have to consider the
glory that is to be revealed. He’s referring to the spectacular person
that we’ll be and the spectacular life that we’ve live someday in heaven.
Notice that this is not yet the case. But we can use our thoughts to
bring the reality of it before us. Doing so in fact is vital to faith and joy.
Now that we know generally what thoughts themselves are and why
they’re so important, let’s examine what Willard calls the “four main
factors” that they involve. We need to grasp that. The realm of thought
involves four main factors and here they are.

Ideas
The first factor is ideas.
Paul discusses ideas in 2 Corinthians 10:1-6. In this passage, he defends
his apostolic authority against Christians in the Corinthians church who
had challenged it. In the process of doing so, he inserts what is almost a
parenthetic statement in verses 3-5. He explains what he is doing and
what every Christian, including us, should do.
Let’s start with verse 5 and the words “speculation and ever lofty
thing.” What Paul is referring here is ideas. Ideas are nothing more
than general assumptions about reality.
Mandatory public education, for example, is an idea. Children and
teenagers should be compelled to attend school that is publicly supported
and paid for.
Tithing is another idea. Christians should give at least 10% of what they
earn to God and His work and will be blessed materially if they do.
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Success in life as promotions and possessions is another idea. People are
successful if they attain higher and better paying positions and are able
to acquire the things that they want as a result.
Ideas are crucial of course because they condition and even determine
how we think about and approach life.
Some parents have the idea, for instance, that a college education is
essential for success in life. That idea conditions how they respond to
their children. I had a friend in college, for instance, who didn’t want to
be there. Why was he there then? It’s because his parents forced him to
be. And they forced him to be because of the idea that I just identified.
It’s clear that our idea system and the ideas that make it up are decisive
in our lives. They’re pervasive and essential to how we think about and
approach life. They’re so pervasive and essential in fact that we often
don’t even know that they’re there. The truth is that many of us aren’t
even conscious of many of the ideas that are guiding our thinking and
lives. We don’t recognize which ideas are governing our lives and how
they’re governing them.
What I’m talking about is called “idea grip.” What happens is that we
identify our governing ideas with reality. We don’t recognize our ideas
as ideas. We think that they’re just natural truths that require no
explanation and thought. And so we don’t give them any thought. We’re
in the grip of the idea, in other words.
For most of us, our idea system grows up with us from earliest childhood.
It grows out of teachings, expectations, and observable behaviors of
family and community. Ideas are so fervently taught, clearly expected,
and obviously modeled for us that simply equate them with reality. And
because we do, we don’t give them reflection or thought of any kind.
Take this idea for example. Pastors sometimes get burned out and
deserve sabbaticals, time away from work, to refresh and renew
themselves. I know a number of pastors who have done just that. The
stress had gotten so great that their churches gave them three or four
months off to recuperate.
That idea is widely held and modeled in our churches and I personally
don’t know anyone who doesn’t hold it. Consequently, most Christians
and church boards just accept it as reality without having given it
reflection and thought. They’re in the grip of that idea in other words.
Or take the idea of tithing. Our parents and every church that we’ve ever
been in have taught us tithing and we don’t know anyone who doesn’t
believe in it. So we believe in it. We equate it with reality without even
studying the Bible to determine if it’s true or not.
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The fact is that all of us are in the grip of certain ideas. Certain ideas to
which we’ve given very little thought are governing our lives.
That ought to concern us and the passage that we read earlier explains
why. Going back to 2 Corinthians 10:5, I’ve already interpreted the
phrase “speculation and every lofty thing.” It refers to the ideas that
govern people’s lives.
But notice the specific kind of ideas that Paul is writing about. It’s ones
that “raised up against the knowledge of God.” That refers to ideas
that are contrary to or inconsistent with the truths of God and His nature
and with the truths of the material and spiritual worlds and their nature.
It refers to ideas that are untrue or false.
Can you identify some false ideas that people have? I can identify many
false ideas that I have held or that I have observed people hold. I must
do whatever it takes to be happy. I can reproach other people if they’re
so bad that they deserve it. No one will love me if they know what I am
like. I am what other people perceive me to be. I have cancer because
God is punishing me. And so on.
I once counseled a man who had decided to leave his wonderful wife of
25 years. I told Him that he had no grounds for divorcing his wife and
that God would find it detestable if he did. He looked me straight in the
eyes and with utter confidence replied: “I don’t think so. God wants
me to be happy but I’m not happy in this marriage. So, God wants
me to leave it.” That is an idea and it’s a false one.
Now look at verse 4, which is connected with verse 5. Notice the word
“fortresses” or as some versions translate it, “strongholds.” Paul
means by that – fortresses or strongholds of evil.
His point is clear. Ideas are primary strongholds of evil. This evil is
constantly at work in both human institutions and individual lives. That’s
because ideas are the primary focus of Satan’s efforts to defeat both God
and us. Hear that again and don’t ever forget it. Ideas are the primary
focus of Satan’s efforts to defeat both God and us.
The Bible says that Satan is the father of lies, which means the father of
false ideas. False ideas are one of his primary tools for attempting to
defeat God and us.
We see that in the Garden of Eden. Think about the very first sin that
was ever committed. Satan didn’t hit Eve over the head with a stick but
with an idea. It’s the age-old idea that God can’t be trusted and that our
well-being depends on us not Him.
Ideas truly are the primary focus of Satan’s efforts to defeat God and us.
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But that only makes sense doesn’t it. As I’ve already pointed out, our
ideas and our idea system are decisive in our lives. Their power and the
extent of that power can’t be overestimated. They condition what we feel
and do. They also condition how we perceive, interpret, and respond to
experiences and events. They can even blind us to realities that are
plainly before us and that everyone else can see.
That’s why when you and buy into Satan’s false ideas, he can take a
holiday from us. He doesn’t even have to bother with us anymore. The
false idea or ideas that we’ve bought into are so powerful and destructive
that they themselves do to us what he wants done.
That shows us where the first movements toward Christian spiritual
formation must begin – with our ideas. I can’t emphasize enough the
importance of that. Do you want to be like Jesus? The first movements
toward that must be in the mind and our ideas.
Paul reveals in this passage what must happen there. We must destroy
the false ideas and thus the strongholds of evil that grip us (verses 4 and
5) and take every thought captive to the obedience of Jesus (verse 6).
Simply put we must put true ideas in place in our minds and remove false
ideas from them.
First, we must put true ideas in place in our minds. We do that by
studying reality. We must study the Bible first of all and then our world
and life in it second of all. We must give them careful reflection and
thought, asking the Holy Spirit to reveal the truth to us as we do. We
learn what reality is by doing that and the reality we learn becomes
correct ideas in our minds.
Second, we must remove false ideas from our minds.
To do that of course, we must recognize the false ideas of evil that are in
us. Recognizing that requires that we carefully examine our perceptions,
interpretations, and behaviors and the ideas that are behind them. We
look back on what we’ve chosen or done and ask, “What are the ideas
that are behind that?” Once we’ve determined what those ideas are, we
must then evaluate them in light of the reality that we’ve learned from
our study.
For instance, I studied the Sermon on the Mount, specifically 6:1-18, and
learned that I should play to an audience of One, God, not an audience of
many, people.
I also examined my behavior. I realized that I was always doing and
saying things to adjust how I appear to others – things that put me in a
good light.
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I then tried to figure out the idea or ideas that caused me to do that. I
realized that it was this idea – I am what I am before people. I am what
they think I am. But that is a false idea.
The true idea is that I am what I am before God and nothing more or
less. With regard to what I really am, what people think of me is
irrelevant.
So, I replaced the false idea, that I am what people think I am, with the
true idea, that I am what God thinks I am.
That in turn changed my behavior or at least is changing it. I don’t do or
say things to adjust how I appear to people nearly as much as I used to.
I’m far more concerned now about how I appear to God.
That illustrates how we put true ideas in place in our minds and remove
false ideas.
There’s something that we need to grasp about the changing of our ideas.
It is one of the most monumental, painful, and difficult experiences in all
of human life. There are at least two reasons for that.
One, as I’ve already explained, is that false ideas are Satan’s chief tool
for defeating God and us. The realm of ideas, therefore, is literally a
supernatural battleground. Powerful spiritual forces are at work to
prevent people from changing those ideas.
There’s a second reason that changing ideas is a monumental, painful,
and difficult experience. It’s because people perceive changing ideas as
a threat to their egos and/or their status quo, both of which they highly
value.
First, they perceive it as a threat to their egos. To change ideas is to
admit that we were wrong, perhaps for years or even most of our lives.
And it takes a strong and self-actualize person to admit that.
Second, people perceive changing ideas as a threat to their status quo.
If the idea that guides my life changes, then it means that my life
changes. If I like my life that way that it is, then I’m going to ignore or
reject the new idea.
The bottom line is that people are naturally and adamantly resistant to
the changing of ideas.
Consequently, it takes something quite dramatic for their ideas or idea
system to change. That something is a divine intervention, a revolution,
a crisis, or even a mental breakdown. That explains why decisions to
discipleship are often born out of adversity or hardship.
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I once talked with a Christian about how God measures generosity. She
believes that he measures it by how much we give. I believe that He
measures it by how much we keep. We discussed this hypothetical
situation in that regard. I make $2 million every year. I give $1 million
away and keep $1 million for myself. Am I generous. Because she
believes that generosity is measured by how much we give, she said
“yes.” Because I believe that generosity is measured by how much we
keep, I said “no.”
After discussing that, I told her that I believe what I do because
Scripture teaches it. I asked her why she believes what she believes and
she couldn’t answer it. The real answer is that she’s in the grip of an
idea that she’s absorbed from the culture. So I offered to give her the
Scriptures that teach this but she didn’t want them. Her final comment
was: “I don’t know what Scripture says and I don’t have to. I know
you’re wrong. Anyone who gives away $1 million a year is
generous.”
You can see that it’s true. People are naturally and adamantly resistant
to the changing of ideas, including Christians.
But if you and I want to become like Jesus, we must not be. We must not
be resistant to the changing of our ideas. We must be open to it and
actually welcome it. We must become, in other words, passionate and
objective pursuers of truth.
That’s because Christian spiritual formation begins and continues with the
change of ideas and idea systems. The process of formation is one of
progressively replacing false ideas with the ideas that filled the mind of
Jesus Himself. We must have the ideas and idea system of Jesus Himself
in other words.
I know that’s true because I’ve experienced it extensively and
dramatically the past 15 years. Here are just a few examples of my own
personal changes: (1) Then - I should forgive people for wronging me
only if they’re sorry for what they did. Now - I should forgive people for
wronging me whether they’re sorry or not. (2) Then - It’s right to
reproach or revile someone if they’re evil enough. Now - It’s wrong to
reproach or revile someone no matter how evil they are. (3) Then Generosity is measured by how much I give. Now - Generosity is
measured by how much I keep. (4) Then - Worship services are
primarily about people. Now – Worship services are primarily about God.
(5) Then - I’m successful if people think I am. Now – I’m successful if
God thinks I am.
That illustrates that Christian spiritual formation begins and continues
with the change of ideas and idea systems. It is a process that involves
progressively replacing false ideas with true ideas. It never ends.
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Images
The realm of thought involves a second factor. Let me introduce this
factor by drawing several things on the board. I will ask you what you
think and/or feel when you see each one. Those images are the
following: cross, swastika, peace symbol, American flag, McDonald’s
arches, and Nike check.
Now I’m going to say and/or do several things and ask you what you think
and/or feel when you hear them. Those things are the following: “Seig
heil salute,” “Zoom, Zoom, Zoom,” “Just Do It,” and L on forehead.
The second aspect that the realm of thought involves is images. Images
are things that we perceive with our senses. They are quite vivid and
concrete as opposed to ideas that are abstract.
Images are closely associated with ideas however. Most idea systems
actually have accompanying images. The images essentially mediate or
infuse ideas or idea systems into the real situations of ordinary life.
They keep those ideas or idea systems present as a real life force among
us. The American flag, for instance, keeps the principles upon which our
country was founded constantly before us.
It’s clear that images are vivid and therefore quite powerful. They
usually have the force of perception behind them. We see or hear or
even picture the image and are immediately and deeply impacted by it.
During the Viet Nam War, for instance, people burned draft cards. That
act was a powerful image that mediated a whole set of ideas about war to
us. It elicited a whole host of positive or negative feelings in the
process on those who witnessed it.
I saw a young man with a t-shirt that said, “Jesus is my homeboy.” That
slogan is an image that mediates an idea about Jesus to us. It does elicit
strong thoughts and feelings, positive or negative, in those who see it.
Organs and guitars have become images in the church today. Organs
symbolize an idea system that believes in traditional forms of worship.
Guitars symbolize an idea system that believes in contemporary forms of
worship. Both images elicit strong thoughts and feelings.
These examples show us what images do. They reinforce and empower
ideas. They have the power to obsess with the ideas that they represent.
They also have the power to hypnotize people, that is, make them
unthinking and uncritical of those ideas. Images can actually override
everything else in people’s lives and cause them to act contrary to all
reality and good sense.
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Propagandists and advertisers are very much aware of this and us it to
promote their own ends. They know that they can manipulate people by
manipulating images.
Adolph Hitler, for example, was a master of images. The Swastika, the
chants, the bodily gestures, the public funerals of fallen Nazi heroes were
powerful images that gripped the German people.
Nike is also a master of images. Young Americans almost unthinkingly
buy Nike’s products because they’re in the grip of those images. The
Nike check, in fact, is a far more powerful image to millions of Americans
than the cross is.
You can see then what images ultimately do. They increase the danger of
inadequate or even false ideas. They put us into the grip of the false
ideas and prevent us from thinking objectively and critically about them.
In contrast, they can also enhance the benefit of right ideas. They can
make those right ideas vivid and real to us and impel us toward living
daily by them.
That makes our calling clear. We should do two things. First, we must
overcome the grip of images that mediate false ideas and remove them
from our lives. We must also employ images that mediate right ideas.
We should use those images to remind us of the ideas and to keep us
passionate about living by them.
What I’ve just shared reveals why rock music is now the dominant idiom
of American popular culture. If rock music were just music, it would have
been a fad that had long ago disappeared. But it isn’t just music. It is
in fact primarily an image that mediates an idea system to us. This is a
false ideas system that elevates the ideas of primitivism, immediacy,
instinct, irrationality, and rage against authority and order. These ideas
are expressed in a variety of ways including vulgarity, violence, drug use,
and sexual perversion.
Thus, that kind of music brings the idea systems that it mediates before
the teenagers who listen to it. This is true even if they aren’t listening
to the words. So many Christian teens justify listening to violent and
sexually suggestive rock by arguing that they aren’t listening to the
words. But they’re still getting the message nonetheless. The very form
of the music itself even apart from the words is an image. It represents
a false idea system of which almost all teens are very much aware.
Rap does too. When rap first appeared on the cultural scene, I was
hoping it was just a fad that would go away as quickly as disco music did.
But it didn’t because it became an image that mediates a false idea
system, one that is even more depraved than the one rock mediates.
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Churches who use rock and rap music as a means for attracting young
people to their youth groups need to understand what I just said. Few
people grasp that the form of music, as an image, conveys ideas and idea
systems just as certainly as the content does.
Anyway, our call is to remove images that mediate false idea systems
from our lives. It is also to purposely employ images that mediate right
idea systems, which in turn enhances our commitment to those systems.
We should bring positive images before us in order to make the ideas that
they mediate alive and real.
I knew an old saint years ago, for instance, who had a cross stitch that
she framed and hung on a wall at the foot of her bed. The slogan that
was cross-stitched on it was the first thing that she saw in the morning
when she woke up and the last thing that she saw in the evening when
she went to bed. That slogan was, “Only one life – twill soon be past;
only what’s done for Christ will last.” She testified about that slogan
that it inspired her on a daily basis to be faithful and true to Jesus.
I placed a picture of Moses holding the Ten Commandments on my office
wall. I see that picture every day and it mediates to me a whole idea
system of love and obedience to God. It’s encouraging to me and
reinforces my commitment to love and obey God with my whole being.
I’m doing what that old saint did.
commitment to God.

I’m using an image to enhance my

You can do the same. Purposely use a variety of images that can mediate
Jesus and His gospel to others and you on a regular basis.
At this point, we now know what ideas and images have to do with
becoming like Jesus. Simply put, Christian spiritual formation involves
exchanging our ideas and images for His. It involves making the ideas
that ran His life the ones that run ours. It also involves using images
that mediate those ideas to us in our everyday lives.

Information
But how do we do that? How do we make the ideas and images that ran
the life of Jesus run ours? It’s through the other two factors that the
realm of thought involves. Those other two realms are information and
the ability to think.
Let’s examine what information is about. In Romans 10:14, Paul writes,
“How will they believe in Him whom they have not heard?” Paul’s
point is a simple one. Someone can’t believe in Jesus if he or she
doesn’t know about Jesus.
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But that is true of everything isn’t it? We cannot believe in something
that we do not know. We can only believe if we know. Our ability to
think has to have something to work on and that something is
information. Without information, our mind has nothing to work on. We
will not or cannot think or if we do think won’t think straight.
There are two basic problems when it comes to information. Those are
lack of information or misinformation. We don’t have the facts or we
have the wrong facts. Either one, as all of us know by experience, can
sabotage and diminish our persons and lives.
Several weeks ago, I ironed a shirt and ruined it. I asked Jill what
happened and she said that I had the iron too hot for that kind of fabric.
I lacked information.
Lack of information or misinformation is always a problem, especially
when it’s about God and His kingdom. Nothing harms us as much as
being uninformed or misinformed about God and His kingdom. That is
what God meant in Hosea 4:6 when He said, “My people are destroyed
for lack of knowledge.” Hosea reiterates that very same point several
verses later in verse 14, “So the people without understanding are
ruined.” Being uninformed or misinformed about God and His kingdom
can diminish or even ruin us, now and forever.
I have gotten to know one of the senior citizens, who attends a Lutheran
church and comes to our monthly dinner. He frequently asks for copies
of my sermons and several months ago, I gave him the series on First
Things First. He then came in all excited about what he read about in
one of them – practicing the presence of God. He had never heard
anything about that, placing our minds on God as much as we can, but
realizes what a transforming truth it is for those who understand and
apply it, which is what he’s doing. He’s so enthused about it but has this
regret. He only wishes that he had known it 50 years ago. Being
uninformed did in fact dramatically affect his spiritual life.
Information is vital to our formation into the image and likeness of Jesus.
We must do two things. First, learn all that we can about God and His
kingdom and our universe and life in it. Second, combat and correct
false information.
There is only one way to learn all of this of course and that is to study.
That’s why I persist in saying that study is one of the foundational
disciplines of our discipleship to Jesus. It is one of the most basic
activities in the spiritual life because it’s the only way that I know of at
least to get informed. The more information we have about God and His
kingdom, the richer and deeper our relationship with Him and it can be.
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You can see from what I’ve discusses what information does. It works to
undermine the power of false ideas and images that are driving and
governing our lives. It enables us to replace false ideas and idea
systems with true ones.

The Ability to Think
We now come to the fourth factor that the realm of thought involves.
That factor is our ability to think.
We’ve talked about how essential information is to Christian spiritual
formation. Information repudiates false ideas and images and cultivates
right ones. But it can do that only if we use our ability to think.
Information is effective only if we think well, or as we sometimes say it,
it’s effective only if we think straight.
Thinking itself is the activity of connecting up the facts well. It is
searching out what is or isn’t true based on the facts. Thinking straight
means doing that correctly and well. That in turn defines what thinking
crooked means. It means connecting up the facts incorrectly or wrongly.
This has to do with logic, which is something that all of use 100’s of
times everyday of our lives – either poorly or well. Good logic isn’t an
esoteric science confined within the walls of academia. It is essential to
all of us faring well in life.
I once counseled an adopted child who had a poor self-image because his
birth parents gave him up. He has the poor self-image because he’s
thinking crooked. He assumes that their giving him up is a reflection on
him – that there’s something wrong with him. He needs to think straight.
He needs to grasp that their giving him up is a reflection on him not them
– that there was something wrong with them or their circumstances.
You and I need to be clear about one thing if we’re going to be strong
and effective disciples of Jesus. Thinking straight is absolutely
indispensable to discipleship. God’s cause on earth and our own growth
into the image and likeness of Jesus depends on us thinking well.
Consequently, we must promote straight thinking and be totally
committed to it in our lives.

The Role of Information and Straight Thinking
Now that we know what information and straight thinking are about, let’s
assess what their role is in Christian spiritual formation. Listen carefully
to what I’m going to say and don’t ever forget it. The most basic activity
of Christian spiritual formation is to take the information of Scripture
into our mind and then under the direction and empowerment of the Holy
Spirit to think straight about it.
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Notice that Scripture is our primary source of information. There are
many other sources that we can and should use. Those include other
books, magazines, seminars and conferences, sermons, educational
classes, and more. But Scripture is our primary source of information.
We need to do two things with regard to it. First, take its information
into our mind. That means learn the facts about God, the heavenly
places, our universe, and human life in that universe that it reveals.
Second, under the direction and empowerment of the Holy Spirit, think
straight about that information. Connect up the facts we learn correctly.
We decide accurately what is or isn’t true based on them.
Several months ago, for instance, I was reading and studying 1 John and
came upon 4:8. That verse gives us one of the most important pieces of
information that we will ever learn. There is no fear in love. Perfect
love casts our fear.
First, I took that information into my mind. I interpreted it and figured
out what it meant. Love means that I always and only desire and seek
what is best for the ones I love. That means that I will never purposely
do something to harm the one the one that I love – something to make
him or her suffer or pay. And if the person I love knows that, he she has
nothing to fear from me and doesn’t. He or she has confidence and peace
with me. I challenge you to find any piece of information in any book
that exists that is more powerful and life transforming than that one.
Second, I thought straight about that information. I immediately applied
it to my marriage relationship. Under the convicting power of the Holy
Spirit, I looked back on my relationship with Jill and realized that I had
purposely done something to harm her thousands of times in our marriage
whether it was give her a dirty look, use a cutting tone of voice, point
out her wrongdoing, give her the silent treatment and so on. I
recognized from that the insecurity it causes her in her relationship with
me and that she would be far happier and better off knowing that I’d
never do anything to purposely harm her. So I made the vow to God that
I wouldn’t and am doing what I need to do to keep it.
That illustrates what we need to do to become like Jesus. We must take
information into our mind, especially from Scripture, and think straight
about it. Anyone who takes discipleship and spiritual formation seriously
will commit themselves wholeheartedly passionately to information and
straight thinking. They will get all of the information that they can from
the Bible and then try to relate that information correctly and accurately
to the universe and their own lives in it.
The most significant subject of information and straight thinking of
course is God. God is the dominant reality of the universe. Thus, our
efforts to get I informed and think straight must begin with Him.
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We take in the information, for instance, that God is omnipresent. We
then connect up the correct implications of that quality of His to our
universe and our own personal lives. We do that with all the information
about Him that the Bible reveals. The study we’re doing on Wednesday
nights is about just that.
This involves doing what I have repeatedly preached and taught about –
building a purposeful, detailed, and objective vision of God. Doing that
is one of the first things that we must commit ourselves to if we’re going
to grow into the image and likeness of Jesus. Christlikeness is difficult if
not impossible to attain without it.

Bringing Our Thought Life under the Lordship of Jesus
We have now finished the four factors that the realm of thought involves.
Those fours factors are ideas, images, information, and the ability to
think. Christian spiritual formation requires that we bring each of those
of those realms of our thought life under the Lordship of Jesus. There
are four things that we need to do in order to achieve that.
First, don’t be prideful about what we believe. As you surely know,
overconfidence and vanity of belief are a danger to us all.
This overconfidence and vanity usually stem from the fact that ideas,
images, and information are “ours” or “mine.” It also sometimes stems
from the fact that we’re in the habit of relying on them.
This danger isn’t limited to our thoughts of God but it is unfortunately
common there. It takes the form of pride of doctrine, practice, and/or
tradition.
One of the traditional Quaker doctrines that I’ve learned and preached
many times about over the years is simplicity. I should hold on to those
ideas as long as I believe that they embody the information of Scripture.
But I should never hold to them just because they’re our” ideas as
Quakers. I should also not become legalistic and prideful about them and
look down upon others who are ignorant of them.
The second thing that we need to do is not purposely ignore the facts.
You’ve all heard stories about those who set out to prove the falsity of
Jesus and His gospel and would up becoming believers as a result.
Sir William Ramsay was a classic example of this. Ramsay was a young
man of sterling character, unimpeachable character, culture, and high
education. He sincerely desired to know the truth but had come to
believe that the Bible isn’t true and has many mistakes in it. His belief
was due in part to being educated in an atmosphere of doubt.
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Anyway, Ramsay thought that the stories of Paul’s travels in the book of
Acts were especially open to question. So, he decided to prove them
false by retracing Paul’s steps in all the journeys of his that Acts records.
He dig that for 15 years, literally digging for the evidence
archaeologically. He then published his findings in 1896 in a book titled
St. Paul the Traveler and the Roman Citizen. The book was highly
anticipated, especially by atheists who thought that it would greatly
discredit the Bible and thus Christianity.
But when it was published, the world was shocked by Ramsey’s
conclusions. He found and declared that Acts in particular and the Bible
in general were absolutely accurate. But the most shocking thing of all
was the Ramsay himself had become a Christian in the process.
Let me ask you a question. What happened that caused this dramatic
change in Ramsay’s ideas and idea systems? The simple answer is that
he examined the facts and thought carefully about them. He was then
objective enough to accept what he found.
The moral of the story speaks powerfully to you and me. Many of us have
the wrong ideas that we do simply because we’re ignorant of the facts.
But when we examine the facts and think carefully and objectively about
them, those wrong ideas are then exposed and transformed into right
ones.
We need to admit that even followers of Jesus fall into what is actually
willful ignorance of absolutely vital facts. That ignorance of the facts
then causes them to have the false ideas that they do.
To be like Jesus, we must choose not to be victims of ignorance. Before
we make judgments on any serious matter and live by those, we must
make sure that we have carefully examined the facts and thought
carefully about them. Once we’ve done that, we must then live in an
attitude of constant openness and learning about the matter.
That doesn’t mean that we should be wishy washy about what we believe.
It does mean that we should be objective enough to examine and consider
any information that we receive on the subject.
At one time, for instance, I had a set of beliefs in place about money,
possessions, and giving and even preached about them. But then I read
Ron Sider’s book Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger and studied the
Bible passages he referred to in it. As a result of all of that, I learned
literally 30 or 40 facts about which I had been ignorant. I was objective
enough to accept those facts, which in turn caused a major paradigm
shift (a shift of beliefs) in my life.
Don’t be ignorant of vital facts that you can know by study.
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The third thing that we have to do to bring our thought life under the
Lordship of Jesus is not to allow our desires to guide our thinking.
It is a fact of our existence that what we want and that how we want
things to be often corrupt or distort our patterns of perception,
interpretation, and thought.
A classic example of this is the favor minded gospel that pastors and
televangelists preach. America’s most popular pastor and televangelist
preaches this gospel every Sunday morning to millions of people. What
he preaches about that is clearly false. So many verses and passages in
the Bible and so much of human experience clearly discredit and prove
the falsehood of what he says. It flies in the face of the facts. And yet
he and the masses of people who hear him believe it. Why? It’s because
they want it to be so. They want it to be the case.
But we must never let our desires corrupt or distort our perception,
interpretation, and thought. We must keep how we want things to be on
the periphery of our consciousness as we conduct our thought life.
Perhaps the most urgent application of this principle is to a desire that
all of us battle at one time or another. It’s the desire to be proven right.
This desire is tied to our ego and its preoccupation with being esteemed
by others.
There is probably no desire that distorts our thinking as much as this
one. It blinds us to plainly obvious facts. It also endorses reasoning
processes that are clearly illogical.
We should commit ourselves this day to a hard and fast rule. It’s that we
will never merely try to prove that we’re right. We may try to prove that
we’re right to accomplish some greater good. But we will never try to
prove that we’re right just to prove that we’re right.
The fourth and final thing that we must do to bring our thought life under
the Lordship of Jesus is this. Guard what enters our mind. I cannot with
words impress upon you enough how critical that is to Christlikeness and
the general health of our lives. We must guard what enters our mind.
One of the dominant characteristics of American culture is its insistence
on the complete and total freedom to see, hear, and say anything. It
says that all of us are entitled to that freedom and that we must not let
anyone or anything, including God, take it away.
So, Hollywood produces raunchy slasher films that are pure gore and
people flock to see them. We not prohibit that because we have the right
so see, hear, and say anything.
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That’s all well and good but there’s something that the culture in general
and that we in particular must grasp. We cannot choose conditions and
then reject their consequences. Hear that again and don’t ever forget it.
Teach it to your children and grandchildren. We cannot choose
conditions and then reject their consequences. Even our United States
Constitution can prevent that.
An analogy explains what I mean. Are you free to climb to the roof of
your house and step off? Yes, you are. No one has the right to prevent
you from doing that. But are you also free to step off the roof and not
fall to the ground? No, you are not. There is a law of gravity of which
you and I can never be free.
It’s the very same way with the mind. Are you free to see and hear
anything that you want to? Yes, you are. But are you free to see and
hear anything without being affected for good or evil? No, you are not.
It is one of the great truths of life that the mind has its own law, one
that is as governing and certain as the law of gravity. Poet Gerald
Manley Hopkins makes that very point in a poem that he wrote: “The
mind has cliffs, cliffs of fall. Hold them cheap who never hung
thereby.” What he’s saying is that the mind has a law that is as the law
of gravity.
That law is this. Nothing enters our mind without affecting it for good or
evil. I can safely say that you will never learn anything more important
than that. Nothing enters our mind without affecting it for good or evil.
When we let something into our mind by seeing, hearing, or imagining, it
will affect it and us for good or evil. We cannot avoid this any more than
we can avoid stepping off our roof and not hitting the ground.
You see the problem our culture has then. Being completely free and
indiscriminately allowing anything to come into our mind will overwhelm
us. We will be kept in a state of constant mental turmoil and bondage –
which explains so much of what is happening around us.
The implications of that in American culture are far-reaching. Consider
for example, those slasher films that so many people watch. The images
that fill their minds during those films are violent and bizarre. It is
possible for people to see such a film and not be affected for evil? No, it
is not possible. They will come out of the film worse persons than they
were before they went into it.
Or consider video and computer games. These games fill the minds of
their players with a variety of macabre and sexual images. Is it possible
for people to play them and not be affected for evil? No, it is not
possible.
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Or consider almost all of the sitcoms on television. They fill the minds of
their viewers with sexual images. It is possible to watch them and not be
affected for evil? No, it is not possible.
The Bible calls us to look away from evil as much as we possibly can. It
commands us to abhor evil and cleave to what is good. The foundation
for doing that lies in what we let or don’t let into our minds. There are
many things that we need to see, hear, and imagine and are far better off
if we don’t. On the other hand, there are many things that we need to
see, hear, and imagine and are far better off if we do.
Denial is one of the strongest forces at work in this context. People
constantly let things into their minds that they know they shouldn’t.
They rationalize that by contending that doing so wont’ affect them for
evil. It might affect others but it won’t affect them that way.
I knew a long established Christian who years ago regularly watched
Seinfeld on television. He admitted that it was highly sexually
suggestive. But that didn’t really mean anything to him, he always said.
He just focused on the funny parts that weren’t sexually suggestive and
let the rest go in one ear and out the other. Is that really possible
though? I think not. He was deluding himself.
What he and many others don’t grasp is that what we let into our minds,
especially images, is motivational far beyond our conscious mind. They
are often not under our rational control. We are often not able to bring
what is wrong with certain things before our consciousness. They simply
work in the depths of our body and soul as forces that are beyond us.
We need to remember these things as we live our daily lives and make
the countless choices about what we let into our minds. We must avoid
putting garbage in so that we get garbage both in and out.

Conclusion
I close out our discussion of the first inner dimension by emphasizing
once again its importance. I reiterate the great power that thought has
over our lives.
That is why the first movements toward becoming like Jesus must begin
there. We must take on the mind of Jesus Himself. That in turn opens
the way to all of our other dimensions being delivered from darkness and
restored to light.
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The Mind – Feelings
I introduce the second inner dimension with an observation that Willard
makes. How many times in your life have you asked someone, “How are
you thinking?” If you’re like most people, you never have. In contrast,
how many times have you asked someone, “How are you feeling?” If
you’re like most people, it’s more times than you can remember.
That’s a curious thing isn’t it and the implication is this. We’ve learned
that Christian spiritual formation begins in the mind and its thoughts.
But as foundational as thoughts are, they aren’t nearly as obvious to us
as feelings are. You know the old maxim, “The squeaky wheel gets the
oil.” Well, feelings are the squeaky wheel of the dimensions that make
us up. We are far more aware of our feelings that we are of our
thoughts. Our feelings are a significant part of us and Christlikeness
requires their transformation.

Feelings Defined
Let’s start off by defining what feelings are. They encompass a whole
range of things that are “felt.” We can categorize those things as
sensations, desires, and emotions.
Sensations involve what we experience through our physical senses. They
include thirsty, dizzy, achy, sleepy, itchy, and much more. On a more
positive side, they include the taste of a steak, the warmth of the sun,
the smell of lilacs, the softness of a puppy, the sound of a symphony and
so on.
Desires are urges or wants. They can be physically, psychologically, or
socially produced. Sexual desire, for instance, is a product of hormones
and other physiological factors and can be increased or diminished by
seeing, smelling, or hearing. The desire for a large home and luxurious
car, in contrast, is psychologically and even socially produced.
Emotions are psychic or psychological states of being. That is what we
normally equate feelings with. Emotions can be either positive or
negative, pleasant or painful. Loneliness, anger, jealousy, homesickness,
anxiety, hatred, and fear are examples of negative emotions.
Compassion, happiness, peace, relaxed, and excitement are examples of
positive emotions.
Based on those definitions, you can see that we are feeling as constantly
as we are thinking. From the time that we get up in the morning until
the time that we go to bed at night, we are experiencing sensations,
desires, and emotions. Each of us is experiencing one or more of those
right now in fact, as I speak.
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The Significance of Feelings
Feelings are critical to us because of what they do. What they do is
move us and being moved is something that all of us value and enjoy.
Feelings are what give us our sense of aliveness. Without feeling, it’s as
if we aren’t alive.
I saw a movie once that portrayed what this would be like. A group of
men were cursed and the curse was that they could never die. That was
the curse because along with it, they couldn’t feel either. They could eat
but not taste. They could touch but not feel. They could sniff but not
smell. They longed for death because death to them as better life
without feeling.
The movie was unrealistic in that is was about people losing all of their
physical sensations. But there are actually people who lose their desires
and emotions and have no interest in things. I know because I’ve
counseled them. They have no interest in life and thus no inclination to
act. Whey they do act, it’s by sheer exertion of the will. We’ve heard of
people who spend all day in bed because nothing moves them. They are
in that condition.
And what a dreadful condition it is. It’s so dreadful in fact that people
cannot sustain it for very long. They will eventually do anything that
they can to get out of it. Some turn to substances and drugs and others
turn to extreme activities just in order to feel again. Others choose
suicide, believing that bodily death is better than living death, that is,
not feeling.
It’s quite clear that feeling is essential to life. It’s so essential in fact
that most people consider harmful feeling better than no feeling at all.
Apart from that, healthy feelings are indispensable to life.
So many Christians dismiss how we feel as being irrelevant to our
spiritual lives. But it isn’t. Healthy feelings are part and parcel of the
kingdom life and a necessary element in contagious Christianity. So, we
must take good care of our feelings and not let them just happen as they
will.

The Idolatry of Feelings
Human minds are attracted to feelings. The attraction is so great in fact
that many actually idolize feelings. That is the current state of American
popular culture. It’s a culture that elevates feelings as the master of
human life – and the masses have succumbed. Feelings really are the
driving force in the persons and lives of the vast majority of people.
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We see that in the basic passage that we have referred to again and
again – Romans 1:18-32. Remember that this passage shows us the
condition of the ruined self.
1:26-27 pictures ruined people as given over to their passions or desires.
They’re the slaves of their feelings in other words. The very idea that
they shouldn’t give in to their feelings is insulting and absurd to them.
That explains so many things in our culture today including what it calls
“casual sex.”
I’ve made the point before that, from a Biblical point of view, casual sex
is an oxymoron. There is no such thing. As Paul points out in 1
Corinthians 6:16, to touch the body in sex is to touch the soul. There is
therefore no such thing as casual sex. Sex is always a serious and deep
thing no matter what the people involved intend.
So, why does our culture preach and practice casual sex. It’s because
the idolatry of feeling characterizes it. People cannot stand to have their
feelings unfulfilled and so indulge them no matter what the consequences
might be. Bill Clinton’s so called “tryst” with Monica Lewinsky in the
Oval Office of all places is one of the most vivid recent examples of this.
People fail to grasp that an idea was behind his behavior. It’s the idea
that our feelings should be indulged no matter what the consequences.
A well-worn old slogan out of the 60’s still guides and directs the lives of
most Americans. That slogan is, “If it feels good, do it!” Feelings
really do guide what people do. Maybe you remember a love song about
an illicit sexual relationship that was popular back in the 70’s. In one
line, the singer asks, “How can something that feels so right be so
wrong?” That’s a rhetorical question, the implied answer to which is,
“It can’t be.” Something that feels so right can’t be wrong.
What governs the lives of most Americans is clear. It’s feelings. In that
context, most people cannot distinguish between their feelings and their
will. It that confused state, they usually take feelings to be reasons. If
they feel they should do something, then that’s reason enough to do so.
The result is that they lack self-control.
What is self-control? It’s the capacity to consistently be and do what
we’ve chosen to be and do even though we don’t feel like it. To have
self-control means that we do what we don’t feel like doing or even feel
like not doing. It also means that we don’t do what we feel like doing.
We all know that feeling is the powerful enemy of self-control. And it
will always undermine self-control unless our will is disciplined under
God, which we’ll talk about later.
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That explains why most people in our culture are unrestrained and out of
control. Governed by feelings, they consistently do what they feel like
doing and don’t do what they feel like not doing no matter what the
consequences are to themselves or others.
I see this in marital counseling all the time. There is one line in
particular that so many spouses who are abandoning other spouses give
me. They say that they still love their spouses but aren’t in love with
them. What they’re saying is that they don’t feel in love with their
spouses for some reason and so want to abandon the marriage
relationship with them.
I often reply that feelings shouldn’t govern what we decide and do. What
is right should govern what we decide and do. They often look at me
when I say that as if they’re wondering what planet I was dropped off of.
Not following their feelings is almost unthinkable to them.

Taking Care of Our Feelings
To this point, we have seen that feelings are significant and powerful.
Because they are, we must not let them just happen. That is one of the
most significant personal challenges that we will ever hear. We must not
just let our feelings happen. They will master or govern us if we do.
What we must do is take care of them instead. We must do what we can
to get how we feel under control. When I say get them under control, I
mean two things. First, don’t let them govern us. And second, remove
negative ones and replace them with positive ones.
There are four things that we must do in that regard.

#1 – Be Critical of Our Feelings
First, we must be critical of our feelings. I’m speaking primarily of our
emotions here. We must be critical of them.
Most of us aren’t. Most of us make a fundamental mistake. We equate
our emotions with reality. We believe that the emotions we’re feeling
actually reflect the way that things are. So, we blindly accept them,
enabling them to govern the things that we decide and do.
But that’s a critical mistake because our emotions, whether they’re
positive or negative, frequently aren’t rooted in reality. They aren’t
reality based in other words.
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Author and theologian J.I. Packer gives us an excellent example of this.
He writes about something that most of us have experienced. I know that
I have many times. He writes: “A moment of conscious triumph
makes one feel that after this nothing will really matter: a moment
of realized disaster makes one feel that this is the end of
everything. But neither feeling is realistic; for neither event is
really what it is felt to be.”
Do you understand what he’s saying and it’s true. A moment of triumph
usually makes us feel far more secure than we really are. A moment of
disaster usually makes us feel far less secure than we really are. In both
cases, our feelings aren’t rooted in reality.
I’ve seen this so many times. I’ve had many people come up to me after
disasters in their lives and say things like “I’m ruined” or “My life is
over” or “There’s no point in trying anymore” and so on. Those
comments come from the way that they’re feeling – discouraged,
depressed, anxious, or afraid. But in reality, they weren’t ruined and
their life wasn’t over and there still was point in trying.
When I was practicing law, I represented a middle-aged woman whose
husband left her for a younger woman. She was devastated of course and
in the grip of a whole host of destructive emotions. She commented to
me in my office one day that her life was over and that she might as well
just give him everything that he wanted in the divorce. I told her of
course that her life wasn’t over – that it just felt like it was and that’s
she’d eventually feel differently about it. That is exactly what happened.
I ran into her four years later and she had remarried to a man who
appreciated the wonderful woman that she was. She was happier with
him than she had ever been with her first husband.
The moral is that we should be critical of the emotions that we feel.
Most of us have been taught to be critical of the way that we think. We
should be just as critical of the way that we feel. We shouldn’t just
assume that the emotions we feel reflect reality and then blindly accept
them. We should actually examine whether they do reflect reality or not.
That then helps us reject or distance ourselves from they if they don’t.
What we’re essentially doing here is reasoning with our feelings.
correcting them by bringing reality to bear on them.

We’re

We can do that because of the close connection between thoughts and
feelings. That connection is this.
Whenever we have a thought, there is an accompanying feeling. So, I
cannot think about my son getting a promotion without feeling glad.
Whenever we have a thought, there is an accompanying feeling, positive
or negative.
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But the flip side of that is also true. Whenever we have a feeling, an
emotion at least, we have an accompanying thought, positive or negative,
that elicits the feeling. So, if I’m feeling sad, there is an accompanying
thought that elicits the feeling of gladness. It may be, for instance, the
thought that I’m inferior to someone.
Because thoughts and feelings are intertwined like that, we can reason
with our feelings and should.
The process of reasoning with feelings goes like this. If I am feeling a
negative emotion, I remind myself that there is some idea or thought that
is giving rise to it. I then try to identify what that idea or thought is.
After that, I purposely bring reality to bear against that idea or thought.
I reason with my feelings in other words.
What I’ve just shared with you is one of the most helpful insights that I
personally have ever learned and applied. Whenever I have a strong
negative feeling about something, I’ve trained myself to reason with it. I
examine whether or not it’s consistent with the facts from which it comes
or that surround it.
A couple of months ago, for instance, I was in the parking lot of an
antique store with my dogs on a leash while Jill was inside. A man came
out of the next-door house and angrily yelled at me to not let my dogs go
to the bathroom in his yard. My initial emotional response wasn’t anger
but embarrassment. I felt really foolish being yelled at like that. But
that feeling didn’t last long because I reasoned with it. I identified the
thought that was at the root of it. I’ve done something wrong and
deserved being yelled at like a child. But I hadn’t done anything wrong.
I don’t let my dogs go to the bathroom in people’s yards and besides, we
weren’t even in his yard. The problem wasn’t with me but with him. He’s
apparently a grouchy and mean person upon whom I should have pity.
Bringing that reality to bear quickly disposed of the embarrassment I felt
and I was soon unbothered by the whole incident.
You can see then that we really should be critical of our feelings.
often aren’t rooted in reality and need to be reasoned with.

They

#2 – Dwell on Positive Ideas and Images
The second thing that we must do is to dwell or place our minds on
positive ideas and images.
Look at Proverbs 15:13. According to commentator Derek Kidner, the
Hebrew word translated “heart” here refers to attitudes and thoughts.
Notice that joyful thoughts make a person cheerful. But the inverse of
that is also true. Sad thoughts break his or her spirit.
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This verse reveals a critical insight about our thoughts and feelings.
They’re connected and the connection is this. Feelings, especially
emotions, always rest on ideas and images. Remember our discussion of
what ideas and images are. Well, positive ideas and images foster and
sustain positive emotions. Negative ideas and images foster and sustain
negative emotions.
That is true of moods as well. Moods are emotions that pervade both our
person and our live and are longer lasting than simple emotions are. The
power of emotions lies partly in their capacity to spread and pervade
everything that they touch. When that happens, the emotion has become
a mood whether good or bad. Clinical depression is an extreme example
of a bad mood. A sustained sense of belonging or confidence is an
example of a good mood.
Many combat soldiers, for example, return from war with minds that are
filled with negative images. Specific scenes of brutality, mutilation, and
pain recur as vivid images in their minds. Those images in turn foster
and sustain moods of depression, hopelessness, anxiety, or anger. Adults
who were abused as children suffer from the same kind of problem.
Philippians 4:8 is a poignant verse that speaks volumes to us in this
context. One of our best strategies is to place our minds on whatever is
true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, of good repute, excellent, and worthy
of praise. We must purposely and consciously turn our mind to positive
ideas and images and away from negative ones. We have the freedom to
do those two things and must exercise it.
First, we must turn away from negative ideas and images. I told you in a
sermon that I don’t watch the news anymore on television. Just stop and
think about what television news is. It’s almost entirely, probably 95%
or more, bad news, almost all of which is irrelevant to us. I mean by
that, it isn’t going to affect us and/or we can’t do anything about it. We
aren’t going to be making any specific decisions as a result of it. And as
if all of that wasn’t bad enough, this news is brought to us through vivid
auditory and visual images, which burns it into our consciousness and
memory.
I came home one night and Jill had Fox News on. A bridge that was part
of a major freeway artery in Minnesota collapsed during rush hour. There
were vivid visual images on the screen – the collapsed bridge, damages
cars, people rushing about to help the injured. The commentators were
describing the scene and all the damage to people and property it did.
That news is irrelevant to me. There’s nothing I can do about it. And
looking at listening to all of those negative images is going to sustain
destructive emotions in me. Thus, I chose not to watch it. I walked out
of the room and paid no attention to it at all and I’m far better off
emotionally as a result.
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I get my news from the Internet and newspapers. That way, I can be
selective about what I read and expose myself only to what is relevant to
me. I am also able to avoid the visual and auditory images that make the
bad news I’m reading more damaging to me.
So, we must care for our emotions by turning our minds away from all of
negative ideas and images that we can and should turn away from.
A second thing that we must do is care for our emotions by turning our
minds to positive ideas and images. There are countless such ideas and
images, many of which can be Biblical ones.
We can do two things in that regard. First, we study the Bible and
discover God’s ideas and images. Second, we then purposely and
constantly place our minds on them.
I preached several months ago from Revelation 4. I told you in that
sermon that this is one of my five favorite passages and it is. It
presents to us the awesomeness and uniqueness of God through a variety
of visual images. I’ve mastered those images and periodically choose to
place my mind on them, especially if I’m in a negative situation or am
feeling negative emotions. Doing that drives away the negative emotions
that I’m feeling and sustains positive ones.
Another helpful thing that we can do is to be in the presence of positive
visual and auditory images. Did you ever wonder why companies pay
millions of dollars for a 60 second commercial? It’s because they
understand a truth of our existence that many of us don’t. What we
repeatedly hear and see profoundly affects what we feel and do. We can
use that to our own personal benefit by placing ourselves consistently in
the presence of positive visual and auditory images.
I know a Christian, for instance, who carried a nail around in his pocket
at all times. It reminds him of Jesus’ death, which is for him a positive
image. Every time he feels it in his pocket it reminds him that Jesus died
for him and that all of his sins are gone.
But it isn’t just ideas and images. It’s our thoughts as well. Suppose
that I choose to look backward in my mind and think about my failures
and sins. Or that I choose to look forward and think about the bad
things that might happen. Or I choose to look inward and think about my
responsibilities, struggles, temptations, and deficiencies. Thinking about
those things will create a whole host of destructive emotions and maybe
even moods in us.
There are people that I think have wronged me. I could make myself feel
irritated and resentful right now by simply sitting down and placing my
mind on the things those people have done.
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So I choose not to do that and that’s the point. We do sometimes have
to think about negative things in order to deal with them. But when we
don’t have to, we shouldn’t. We should exercise the freedom that we
have in our minds to place them on good things and not bad ones. Doing
that will foster and sustain positive emotions.
So that’s the second thing that we need to do in order to take care of our
feelings. We need to dwell on positive, ideas, images, and thoughts.

#3 – Replace and Not Resist Feelings
The third thing that we need to do is to replace and not resist feelings.
I’m speaking of course about destructive feelings here.
I’d like to make an observation in that regard. The aim of most
Christians is to avoid sin. That is an understandable goal considering
that not sinning is the basic thrust of preaching today.
But there is a better aim than simply avoiding sin. That better aim is to
avoid temptation, by which I mean the inclination or disposition to sin.
If the temptation is avoided, then so is sin.
Avoiding temptation is about feelings. It’s feelings that incline us to sin.
So, we seek to avoid those feelings – not “resist” but “avoid.”
The strategy of most people is to resist their feelings when they’re in the
grip of them. They wait until they have the feeling, grit their teeth, and
then try the best that they can not to indulge or give in to it.
That is a bad strategy though. For one thing, most of us aren’t actually
able to resist strong feelings when we’re in the grip of them. For
another thing, even if we are, going through life that way, with our teeth
gritted, isn’t a very happy way to live it.
The best strategy isn’t to resist destructive feelings but to replace them
with positive ones. Paul himself suggests that strategy to us in
Colossians 3:8-11. Putting off the old self and putting on the new is
essentially about replacing destructive feelings with positive ones. We
have certain feelings that trigger sinful actions. So, we seek to replace
them with feelings that trigger righteous actions instead.
It’s a major step forward in our lives with God when this becomes our
strategy. It’s a sign of growth to sincerely desire more than just not
sinning – to desire instead having feelings that lead away from sin and
toward righteousness. Having a strong revulsion toward the destructive
feelings we now have and a strong attraction to their positive
counterparts is a significant step toward Christlikeness.
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Suppose that someone criticizes you. There are three possible levels of
response. The first is negative feeling and negative response. We get
angry and criticize them right back. The second level is negative feeling
and positive response. We get angry and feel like criticizing them right
back but don’t. We bless them instead. The third level is positive
feeling and positive response. We feel thankfulness and joy and bless
the person who criticizes us because we do.
At which of those three levels is the abundant life that Jesus said we can
have? That’s right. It’s the third one. Most non-Christians live at level
one. Most Christians live at level two. But abundant life is at level
three.
And that should be our aim. Our aim isn’t to take the feelings that
trigger sin in our lives head-on and to resist or redirect them by will
power in the moment of choice. It is not to have those feelings in the
first place. Our objective is to have their positive counterparts instead.
Until we reach that objective, we may still have the feelings and be at
level two. But we know that we’re growing as the degree of those
feelings diminishes. We find it becoming easier and easier to decide
against them in the moment of choice.

#4 – Cultivate Conditions
The fourth thing that we must do to take care of our feelings is the most
significant of all. We must cultivate the conditions that produce positive
feelings.
Notice I said “conditions that produce positive feelings.” Implicit in that
line is that fact that most of what we designate as feelings aren’t
actually feelings at all. They’re simply sensations and tones that
accompany conditions of being. We have a certain condition and thus
experience the feelings that accompany it.
That shows us one of our major mistakes when it comes to feelings. We
attempt to deal with the feelings without dealing with the underlying
conditions that produce them. That is usually a futile strategy that
doesn’t work.
I say “usually” because there are situations in which feelings, apart from
the condition, must be dealt with. Those situations are when destructive
feelings are so intense that they’ve taken over the person’s life. The
person is incapable of addressing the condition or conditions because the
feelings are overwhelming him or her. When that is the case, we must
to remove the feelings. Prayer and medication for the feelings
themselves are then wise.
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But apart from those exceptional situations, our strategy should not be to
deal with destructive feelings. It should be to cultivate the conditions
that just naturally exclude the negative feelings we have and produce
positive ones in their place.
Well, what are those conditions? Paul tells us in one of the most
celebrated passages in the Bible – Galatians 5:22-25. He lists nine things
here: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness,
faithfulness, and self-control. He designates those things, in verse 22,
as “the fruit of the Spirit.”
I misunderstood the fruit of the Spirit for most of my life. I interpreted
them to be feelings but they aren’t. They aren’t feelings. They’re
conditions of being or qualities of character that the Holy Spirit creates
in us. Feelings are the tones that accompany those conditions.
Love, peace, and joy are the three fundamental dimensions of the fruit of
the Spirit. By fundamental, I mean that they naturally express
themselves in the remainder of the fruit. The person who loves, for
instance, will naturally be kind. The person who has peace and joy will
naturally be patient and so on. Patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control are essentially consequences of
love, peace, and joy.
Dallas Willard explains about love, peace, and joy that they themselves
have an indissoluble connection. He says that they mutually
interpenetrate and inform one another. Joy, for example, is just natural
in the presence of love.
That gives us a strategy for the formation of our feelings. That strategy
is to seek love, peace, and joy. If we develop those, all the rest of the
fruit will automatically follow.
How we seek love, peace, and joy is a whole subject that is beyond the
scope of this particular study. But I would say that generally we do that
by intelligently and relentless engaging the spiritual realm, meaning God
and His kingdom. We must live an overall life that does that just as
Jesus did during His 33 years on earth. This involves the training of both
our minds and bodies to be directed toward God and His kingdom.
The training of our minds is about practicing the presence of God. We
just finished a study on Wednesday nights that taught us in detail how to
do that.
The training of our bodies is about practicing the disciplines of the
spiritual life. We just began a detailed study that teaches us how to do
that two Wednesday nights ago.
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It is a fact of life that the vast majority of Christians will not do those
things. But those who do will find the Holy Spirit powerfully at work in
them producing and sustaining love, peace, and joy.
And that is the key to bringing our feelings into conformity with the
image of Jesus. The love, peace, and joy that the Holy Spirit produces in
us will eliminate destructive feelings or at least eliminate them as
governing factors in our lives.
Worldly wisdom and much religion turn this process around. They
attempt to first root out the destructive feelings and then hope that love,
peace, and joy will follow.
But it doesn’t work that way believe me. We should make as our object
instead the attainment of love, peace, and joy. The elimination of
destructive feelings will then follow as a result.
The Heart
We now come to the third of our inner dimensions that the Holy Spirit
needs to transform into the image and likeness of Jesus. That third inner
dimension is the heart. By heart, I mean the spirit, small “s”, or as we’ll
call it, the will.
Remember what the will is. It’s the executive center of the self that we
are. From it, the whole self or life is meant to be directed and
organized. As the executive center, the will has the ability to originate
or refrain from originating something. It brings things into existence or
doesn’t bring them into existence. It is the immediate causation of
everything that we decide or do.
That is so obvious that it hardly needs to be stated. You are here today
in this Sunday school class because you will to be. You will eat lunch or
not eat lunch today because you will to. This building that we’re in
exists because 40 years ago a group of people willed it to. It’s easy to
see that the will is the executive center of the self that directs and
organizes our self and life.
As such, it is the core of our non-physical being, the core of who and
what we are as individuals. Nothing reveals what we are as much as
what we will and don’t will.

The Will and the Mind
But while the will is the executive center of the self, it doesn’t operate
independently of everything else. There is an interaction between the
mind (our thoughts and feelings) and the will that we must understand.
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First, we must understand that our will is totally dependent in its
functioning upon thoughts and feelings. It’s not possible to choose,
which is the function of the will, except in terms of thoughts and
feelings. What our thoughts and feelings are at the moment of choice
hem in the will.
Let’s go back to that fact that you are in Sunday school today. Your
thoughts and feelings influenced your will to get up and come here. One
of your feelings, for instance, is the desire to learn and even to become
like Jesus. One of your thoughts, a belief specifically, is that this class
will help you achieve that desire. Without that feeling and thought, you
likely would have chosen not to come here. Suppose that you wake up
next week with a severe headache. That feeling, a sensation, would hem
in your will so that you likely wouldn’t come.
The point is that our will is dependent in its functioning upon thoughts
and feelings. But the opposite is also true. The direction in which our
will is set conditions our mind. What we think is very much a matter of
what we allow or will ourselves to think. What we feel is very much a
matter of what we allow or will ourselves to feel. Never forget that.
Suppose for instance that I consistently seek people’s praise. I do good
things and subtly let people know it so that they will think highly of and
praise me.
First, I seek people’s praise because I will to. But will to do that is
dependent on thoughts and feelings I have. One of those thoughts is
that I am what others think I am and my value depends upon people
thinking highly of me. So, that thought hems in my will and influences it
to choose making my good deeds known.
But at the same time, I have that thought only because I will myself to
have it. I could be critical of the thought and test its foundation in
reality and against what the Bible teaches but I choose not to. I simply
allow it to remain in my thinking and to hem in my will.
Do you see the dynamics of this? My will allows me to think a certain
thought, which in turn hems in my will. So, what I’m doing ultimately
goes back to what I will – the thought.
That shows us that the will can change thoughts and feelings that are
available to it in future choices. Which is exactly what my will has done
when it comes to seeking the praise of people. I chose to study the Bible
and learn what it says about the praise of others. I learned from it that
I am what God and not others think I am and that I have inherent value
and worth because of one fact alone – God knows and loves me. I now
will that those thoughts guide my future choices and they do. So, I do a
good deed and choose not to reveal it.
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That’s why all of us are responsible for our character. Even if our will
can’t change thoughts and feelings in a moment of choice, it can change
the thoughts that will be available in future choices.
I had a friend when I lived in Akron, a Viet Nam veteran, who had an
anger problem. He had a short fuse that constantly exploded. He’d then
say and do things that he shouldn’t have. One time, for instance, his
wife knocked on my office door with a black eye that he’d give her in a
fit of anger. To his credit though, he always regretted losing his temper
after it was over. He felt great remorse and wished he hadn’t lost it and
done what he had whatever it was he had done. Note two things.
First, in the moment of choice, this man’s feeling, his anger, hemmed in
and overwhelmed his will. What he said or did came immediately from his
will. He said or did it because he willed to. He willed to hit his wife for
instance. But it came from his will as it was influenced by his anger. His
anger brought relentless pressure to bear on and it relented. His will
allowed what it was pressured to will – the venting of his anger. In the
final analysis, he couldn’t help but do that in the moment of choice.
But he was still responsible for what he said and did. That’s because his
will cold change the thoughts and feelings available to it in future
situations. There were certain things that he could have done that would
have either eliminated his future anger or diminished it enough so that it
didn’t control his will. He did in fact do those things and eventually
overcame his anger problem. That was 30 years ago and he hasn’t hit his
wife once since then or put his first through the dry wall like he had
many times before.
Here’s what I want you to see. That man couldn’t help himself in the
moment of choice. When certain circumstances occurred, he became
angry and lost control because his will literally couldn’t resist his anger.
But he could help himself in between the moments of choice. He could
exercise his will and choose to do certain things that that would gradually
address his anger problem.
Do you realize what that means? In the end, he gets angry and loses
control because he chooses to. Specifically, it’s because he chose not to
do what he could have done to correct the problem – those certain things
in between the moments of choice.
So that is the relationship between the will and the mind, meaning our
thoughts and feelings. First, our will is dependent in its functioning upon
our thoughts and feelings. Our thoughts and feelings condition what we
will. And second, what we think and feel is dependent upon what we
allow ourselves to think and feel. Our will conditions what we think and
feel. There is interplay in other words that we need to grasp and use for
our own good.
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The Corrupted Will
Now that we know to some degree at least how the will works, let’s
examine it in its natural condition or state, apart from God. The best
word to describe the will apart from God is corrupted. That corruption
involves two things.
The first is what is called multiplicity. You can see this multiplicity in
James 4:7-10. Notice the word “double-minded” in verse 8. James uses
that very same word in 1:8. The Greek word translated “double-minded”
means literally “having two minds” or actually two wills. So, the doubleminded person is one who waivers in his intentions. He’s ambivalent,
pushed and pulled in different directions by what he desires and wants.
He wills things that can’t be reconciled.
Saint Augustine prayed a famous prayer, “Lord, give me chastity – but
not yet.” Many people can empathize with Augustine. They want
intimacy with God and yet flee from it or at least don’t pursue it. They
long to be generous and yet live materialistically, even extravagantly.
They desire to be humble and yet seek praise. They desire to be selfless
and go antiquing with their wives but stay home and watch the football
game instead.
That is multiplicity. It’s people being pushed and pulled in direction
directions by what they desire and want. Multiplicity is the first thing
that the corrupted will involves.
The second thing that it involves is duplicity. By duplicity, I mean
deceit. You know what deceit is. It’s pretending to think and feel one
way while acting another. We do what we want to do but conceal it
because of fear or pride. We conceal it from either others or ourselves.
We call concealing it from others hypocrisy. We call concealing it from
ourselves self-deception.
An elder in a church I preached at one time was having an ongoing affair
with the church organist. He willed to have the affair but feared
jeopardizing his standing with his wife, children, and church. So, he
deceived people. He failed to confess it and continued performing his
duties as if he were a pure and chaste man of God.
I learned a lot about the human will and duplicity the past several years.
I also examined my own person and light in light of what I’ve learned.
And I didn’t like what I found. I realize now how much duplicity there
had been in my person and life over the years. Which led me to fall on
my knees before God and say, “Be merciful to me a sinner.”
That then is what the will in its natural state, away from God, is.
corrupted. It’s filled with multiplicity and deceit.
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The Purified Will
We can conclude from what we’ve just discussed and from our own life
experience itself that our will needs to purified. That’s the word that
James himself uses in 4:8 of his letter. He commands, “Purify your
hearts, you double-minded.” The word “heart” there refers to the will.
We must purify our wills.
Something is pure when it exists in its intended state, as God created it
to be. It’s pure, in other words, when its uncontaminated, unblemished,
and undefiled.
Purity is a wonderful thing that all of us highly value in a whole host of
things. One commercial talked about something being “99.9% pure” and
that’s what we want in things isn’t it? If anything is good, we want it to
be pure. We want it to exist in its uncontaminated state. We want
oxygen without fumes, snow without slush, infields without stones,
gardens without weeds, beds without mites, and wills without doublemindedness, without multiplicity and duplicity.
That’s the negative side of the pure heart. It is without doublemindedness. It does not will many conflicting things.
What does it will then? It wills one thing. That’s the positive side of the
pure heart. It is single-mindedness. The great Danish philosopher Soren
Kierkegaard wrote a celebrated book that is essentially an extended
commentary on James 4:8. The title is a revealing one. It’s Purity of
Heart Is to Will One Thing. Purity of heart is single-mindedness. It’s
having a singleness of purpose. It’s willing one thing.
Listen very carefully to what I’m going to say.
Very few will one thing.

Very few people do that.

There are exceptions of course. Adolph Hitler was one of those. Hitler
had three qualities that propelled him to the domination of 67 million
Germans. One of those was a completely focused will. He willed one
thing that he articulated at the beginning in Mein Kampf and died trying
to achieve – the complete German domination of Europe and Russia.
Hitler had a focused will but the vast majority of people in the world,
good and bad, aren’t like that. They don’t have a focused will. They’re
just drifting through life instead, pulled here and there by the conflicting
desires they have. These conflicting desires keep them from both the
evil and the good of which they’re capable.
But God wants something different for us. He wants us to live with a
focused will, one that’s totally directed to one thing.
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What is that one thing? All of us know don’t we? It’s God’s will. That is
our aim in life. To will, honestly and sincerely, only what God wills for
us and for others and our world.
Getting to this point in our person and life is a gradual progression. We
don’t get saved and suddenly have this kind of single-mindedness. It
happens over time and we live and grow in the power of the Holy Spirit.
Dallas Willard identifies four stages in this progression that are quite
helpful and encouraging, I think, to those of us who are serious about
becoming like Jesus. Let’s briefly look at those four stages.
The first is surrender. Surrender means that we consent to God’s
supremacy in all things. We may do it begrudgingly and complainingly
but we recognize God’s lordship intellectually and concede to it in
practice – even though we don’t like it. Parts of us, in fact, may resist
and not pursue it. Nevertheless, we are willing to will His will. Jesus
describes this stage so well in John 7:17, “If anyone is willing to do
His will.” We are willing to do God’s will even if we aren’t able to all
the time.
We don’t want to be in this stage forever but it is a major step forward.
People who aren’t surrendered aren’t willing to do God’s will. They’re
pursuing what they want and are happy in doing so. But for those who
have surrendered, the center of the self is willing for God to be God –
even if there is little hope or enthusiasm in doing so.
If those who surrender continue to do so, the graces of God through the
Holy Spirit eventually move them to the second stage of singlemindedness. That stage is abandonment.
In this stage, the person is fully surrendered. There is no longer any
part of himself or herself that holds back from God’s will. At this point,
surrender covers all the circumstances of life, even those that don’t
involve doing what God specifically commands.
The circumstances I’m referring to are the bad things that happen to us –
our spouse leaving us, serious injury or illness, severe financial
struggles, the death of a loved one, the betrayal of a friend, the rebellion
of a child and so on.
In this second state, we may not like what is happening to us but we
resist grumbling and complaining against God. We know that He will work
it together for our good. So our pain doesn’t turn to bitterness or our
disappointment to paralysis. We don’t curse God and die as Job’s wife
encouraged him to do. We continue trying to love, serve, and obey God
in the midst of our troubles.
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The third stage of single-mindedness is contentment. I’m talking about
contentment with the will of God. In this stage, gratitude and joy are
the steady tone of our lives when things are going badly for us.
Grumbling and complaining are gone – not because we’ve resisted them
as in the second stage but because we aren’t even inclined in that
direction. We are able to do what Paul did in Colossians 1:24, “I rejoice
in my sufferings.”
The fourth and final stage is participation. Beyond contentment lies
intelligent and energetic participation in accomplishing God’s will in our
world. We embrace the circumstances imposed on us and act for good in
them through a power that is beyond ourselves, the power of the Holy
Spirit. We take action in our circumstances to actively promote God’s will
in them.
Let me illustrate these stages for you.
Stage #1: A Christian has a co-worker who makes his life and everyone
else’s miserable. God commands us to love our enemies and to do good
to those who persecute us. So, he tries to carry that command out. He
sometimes fails to and retaliates but does the best he can. He also
sometimes has doubts about God’s command and complains to himself
about letting this co-worker walk all over him but still does the best he
can to obey.
Stage #2: A 55 year-old Christian loses his job when his company
downsizes. He’s not full of joy. But does believe that God will somehow
work it out for his good and isn’t bitter against Him as a result. He
continues trying to be faithful to Him in the midst of it all.
Stage #3: A construction worker is injured on the job and loses the use
of his arm and hand. He doesn’t grumble or complain about it because he
doesn’t feel like doing so. Gratitude and joy are the overall tones of his
person and life instead. He has a cheerful heart and face.
Stage #4: As a slave, prisoner, and ruler, Joseph embraced the
circumstances imposed on him and acted for good in them. He partnered
with God in doing good things in each and every place. As a prisoner in
a Nazi concentration camp, Dietrich Bonhoeffer participated with God in
bringing the kingdom of God to the prisoners there. He ministered
sacrificially to them and loved by them. They considered him the epitome
of Christlikeness as he worked among, encouraged, and loved them.
We need to prayerfully and carefully examine ourselves and figure out
which stage that we’re in. Whatever it is, our aim or goal is to get to the
fourth stage. That is where abundance of life lies and that is where we,
through the power of the Holy Spirit, want to be.
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Intending and Doing
But as always, we do have a part to play in that and we need to
understand what that is. We need to live with a focused will. We need
to will one thing – God’s will. But it won’t be easy. Getting our will
focused on God’s will is a serious battle that all of us must fight. This
battle involves doing two basic things.
First, we must actually intend to do God’s will in all things – with regard
to what He specifically commands and with regard to what happens to us.
To say it another way, we must intend to will what God wills. We begin
in that regard with what we know that He wills.
Many professing Christians do not do that. Two weeks ago, a long
established Christian told me that he had “reamed out” the manager of a
store for giving him a hard time about a return item. He was hostile
toward him in other words and told him off. He wasn’t apologetic about
doing that though and didn’t feel guilty about it at all. He knows what
God’s will is in that regard. He knows verses like Matthew 5:22, “But I
say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be
guilty before the court”, Luke 6:28, “Bless those who curse you,
pray for those who mistreat you”, and Romans 12:21, “Do not be
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” But he clearly does
not intend to do God’s will in that regard.
The first thing that this professing Christian needs to do is to intend to
will what God wills and to begin in that regard with what he knows that
He wills. He must firmly decide that He will live out Matthew 5:22, Luke
6:28, and Romans 12:21. And if he fails to do so, he will at least feel
guilty about it and repent.
All of us know many of the things that God wills and so we begin there.
We firmly decide that we will do or not do what we know He has said.
I gave a little testimony in a sermon I preached. Last year, I was
reading the book of Philippians and came across 2:14, “Do all things
without grumbling or disputing.” I realized the moment I read it that
I grumbled, usually to myself and God, about a lot of things. So, I
decided that night that I would not ever do that again. I intended, you
see, to do what God wills.
So that is where we begin. We actually intend to do what we know God
says. It may be that we can’t do them and will fail. But we at least try
to do them. We also try to do what we continue to learn that God says.
Let me quickly say that the mere intention of the will isn’t enough to
achieve single-mindedness. It’s a major emphasis that spiritual formation
can’t be just a matter of changing the will itself. So, it isn’t enough.
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But it is necessary. We must intend to do what we know and learn that
God says and then hold to that intention. We must sincerely make the
effort to do what He wills. If we do, we’ll find that there is help
available to us in and through the Holy Spirit’s ministry to us.

Uncover and Deal with Destructive Thoughts and Feelings
There’s a second thing that we must do to get our will focused on God’s
will. We must uncover and deal with the destructive thoughts and
feelings that are enslaving our will.
I hope you remember our discussion of that. There are destructive
thoughts and feelings buried in our will. They enslave it and it turn
coerce the mind to conceal or rationalize what is really going on.
Some Christians, for instance, have the destructive desire to put others
down and lift themselves up. That destructive desire enslaves the will
and issues in constantly judging others.
But the desire not only enslaves the will, it coerces the mind as well to
conceal it. So the Christian thinks that he or she is simply making
righteous judgments. He or she is judging others to safeguard God’s
kingdom and to promote His purposes.
That kind of thing happens all the time. Destructive thoughts and
feelings enslave our will and coerce our mind to conceal and rationalize
the actions it produces.
That reveals what we must do to get our will focused on God’s will. We
must uncover and deal with those destructive thoughts and feelings. We
must recognize and eliminate them from our person and life.
The best way to do that is to practice spiritual disciplines that accomplish
both of those things, the recognition and elimination of destructive
thoughts and feelings.
There are certain disciplines that achieve this. They are solitude,
silence, fasting, worship, and service (which I will be explaining in our
Wednesday night study). These disciplines make room for God’s word and
the Holy Spirit to work in us. They cause destructive thoughts and
feelings to be recognized and eliminated. Remember that we talked
about duplicity. Duplicity is hard pressed to bear up under the pressure
of these spiritual disciplines.
Suppose that the judgmental Christians (that I referred to earlier)
practice the spiritual disciplines of solitude, silence, and service. Those
disciplines make room for the Holy Spirit to work in them.
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The Holy Spirit may then show them that their judgments on people aren’t
so righteous after all; that they’re merely trying to build themselves up
by putting others down.
Practicing other disciplines like sacrifice and submission may then,
through the Holy Spirit’s power, eliminate this destructive desire.
I can’t impress upon you enough how important this self-understanding is
to the formation of our will. The rationalization of destructive thoughts
and feelings that bind our will is the biggest barrier to singlemindedness. As long as the rationalizations continue, we will not have
the singleness of purpose that we’ve talked about at such length. Our
will or heart will not be like the will or heart of Jesus.
I also can’t impress upon you enough the importance of solitude and
silence to the destruction of rationalization. Getting away from the
sights, sounds, and activities of daily life and doing nothing but being
alone with God is a powerful experience. The Holy Spirit is able to
expose us for what we really are in this setting as in no other.

Conclusion
I close our study of the will with a final but critical comment. To become
focused on the will of God doesn’t mean that we lose our will. It doesn’t
mean that we have no will of our own. To have no will of our own is
impossible. It would be not even to be a person. What it is instead is to
have a will that is fully functional, a will that is not at war with itself, a
will that is capable of directing our thoughts, feelings, and body to carry
out our will, which is now God’s will.
Again this is not an instantaneous or even quick process. There will be a
great struggle in the process of growing into it. But God will give us the
graces that we need, through the Holy Spirit, as we do our best in
developing a pure heart that is single-minded.
The Soul
The fourth dimension that we need to being under the Lordship of Jesus
is our soul.
The soul is our deep life center. It’s deep in two senses. One is that it’s
foundational to our entire being. The other is that it is almost totally
beyond conscious awareness.
The soul is an enduring nonphysical center that organizes our life into a
whole. It regulates whatever is occurring in the other inner dimensions –
how they relate to each other and respond to surrounding events.
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That shows us what the soul’s ultimate purpose is. It’s to draw all of the
other dimensions together to form a whole life that is devoted to God and
good.

The Dysfunction or Non-functional Soul
The implication of that is a clear one. Almost all of the fundamental
aspects of life are soul functions. I’m talking about things like art,
sleep, sex, ritual, family, parenting, community, health, and meaningful
work. All of those things and many more are soul functions. How the
soul is functioning determines our experiences and actions with regard to
them.
You can see then that as goes the soul so goes the whole person. If the
soul is disordered, it will permit or even cause disconnects or wrong
connects between thoughts, feelings, and actions. The result is one
degree of chaos or another in our person and life.
We’ve all heard it said that someone can’t get it together or that
someone can’t get his or her act together. That is literally true when the
soul is disordered.
The other dimensions of the self are not coherently
drawn together to form a healthy life. Those dimensions are
disconnected or wrongly connected and thus not together.
There is a developmental order in the soul. When a person is born, his
or her soul progresses to wholeness as it receives what it needs to do so.
In the very early years of life, for instance, the person needs to bond
with his or her mother and other family members. That is necessary for
the soul’s development.
Consequently, if the person’s soul doesn’t receive what it needs as it
develops, it becomes disordered. Deprivation and suffering in the early
years hinders its development. Sometimes horrible events later in life,
such as torture or being cruelly betrayed, have similar effects from which
the soul may never recover.
I know several individuals who have no conscience, for instance. They
could life or steal or injure people or even kill them and not feel guilty
about it at all. Those individuals have something in common. Both
parents abused them when they were young – father and mother. That
experience has destroyed their souls, which in turn has disordered their
entire personality and life.
I know another individual whose husband abandoned her for her best
friend. That was 20 years ago and she still has not recovered from it.
severely damaged her soul and thus her whole person and life.
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Remember what I said earlier. The most fundamental aspects of life are
soul functions. That means that a dysfunctional or nonfunctional soul
will be readily apparent in those aspects.
Tragically, we’re surrounded by a world of art, religion, family,
entertainment, sports, and so on that has gone wrong. Take the looting,
burning, and even death that accompany the winning of a championship
by some sports team. That is a vivid example to dysfunctional or even
non-functional souls.

Restoring the Soul
For you and I to be like Jesus and have the well-being and joy that being
so brings, something has to happen to our soul. Several verses tells us
what that is. Those are Psalm 19:7 and 23:3. Psalms is called “The
Great Soul Book” because it so frequently addresses and discusses the
human soul. Those two verses show us what our objective or aim is when
it comes to the soul. We want God through the Holy Spirit to restore it.
Notice I said that the Holy Spirit restores it. We cannot in our own
power and through our own effort do that. Only the Holy Spirit can. But
once again, as I’ve said about so many other things, the restoration of
the soul is a cooperative effort between the Holy Spirit and us. His work
is overwhelmingly primary but we do have a part to play in it. Let’s look
at what our part is in the restoration of our soul.
That part is that we must receive God’s law into our person and life.
Psalm 19:7 teaches us just that. To the psalmist, David, the law of God
was the first five books of the Old Testament, Genesis through
Deuteronomy. He writes about that in verse 7 that it restores the soul.
That was the only written word of God that he had. But we have much
more – all of the books of the Bible after Deuteronomy and through
Revelation. So the “law of the Lord” in verse 7 has an equivalent for us.
That equivalent is the Bible and the 66 books that make it up. So, a
legitimate paraphrase of verse 7 is, “The Bible is perfect, restoring
the soul.”
Verse 7 then teaches us that we must receive the Bible into our person
and life in order to have our soul restored. That is our main
responsibility in the restoration of our soul. We must receive the Bible
into our person and life.
This verse makes clear that there is an affinity between the law and the
soul. Notice the adjective that David uses to describe the soul. It is
perfect. Let me ask you a question in that regard. I thought only God
was perfect. Is it blasphemous to say that His written word is perfect?
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It’s not and here’s why. It’s because His written word, the Bible,
expresses the order of His character and His kingdom. That’s what David
means when He says that it’s perfect. It expresses the order of God’s
character and His kingdom. Examples of this abound.
Take the Bible prohibition against pre-marital and extra-marital sex.
That command is an expression of God’s triune nature. I don’t have the
time to explain how it is but it is. Thus, pre-marital and extra-marital
sex are morally wrong because the violate God’s triune nature.
Or take the Bible’s prohibition against gambling. Several verses implicitly
condemn it. That command is an expression of the order of God’s
kingdom. Revelation 21:4 reveals a detail about that order. This verse
describes the order of our eternal life in heaven. There will no longer be
any crying or weeping there. That very order is expressed in the
prohibition of gambling. For us to win and rejoice when we gamble,
someone else has to lose and weep. So choose not to be part of any
action or system that makes people weep in that kind of way including
gambling.
The Bible’s prohibitions against illicit sex and gambling illustrate that it
does express the order of His character and kingdom. That is what David
means in 19:7 when he says that the law is perfect.
Now notice the next clause in the verse, “restoring the soul.” The
syntax suggests a cause and effect relationship here. The Bible is
perfect and because it is, it restores our soul.
There is an affinity between the Bible and the soul. The Bible, in other
words, is good for the soul. It brings the order and form of God’s
character and kingdom to it and infuses that order in it. That simply
means that the soul takes on the order and form of God’s character and
kingdom. The soul then expresses that order and form by organizing our
inner dimensions according to it.
That makes clear then what we need to do in order to have a restored
soul. We must receive God’s written word into our person and life.
Doing that requires several things of us.
First, we must appreciate God’s written word for what it really is. It is
one of the greatest gifts of God’s grace that He has given us. It is a
spiritual power in its own right, a living and potent force that can
profoundly impact our innermost dimensions. It is a vital part of our
relationship with the living God. It’s an essential meeting place between
Him and us where He is able to guide, empower, and energize us. Having
that kind of regard for it will motivate us to do with it what we must do
with it in order for it to restore our soul.
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What we must do with it is to read, study, and internalize it. What I’m
talking about here isn’t just a cursory or hasty reading of the text just to
fulfill our spiritual obligations. It’s what the psalmist calls “meditating”
on it in Psalm 1:2. The Hebrew word translated “meditate” in that verse
connotes making a sound of satisfaction, sort of like a cat purring over
milk. We linger over the text and “drink it in” so to speak. We try to
understand what is said and grasp the implications of it to our person
and life. We do that prayerfully, asking the Holy Spirit to infuse what we
read into our minds and hearts. We are engaging the text and letting its
inherent power, enlarged by the Holy Spirit’s involvement with it, do its
work in us.
Approaching and experiencing the Bible this way can be a profound
person and life-altering thing. It truly can restore the soul and will if we
commit ourselves to it.
Once we’ve appreciated and engaged the Bible, we then need to live it
out. We need to do that best that we can to act and react every day of
our lives consistently with it. We need to bring its reality to bear on the
way that we think, feel, and act.
That then is our part in the transformation of our soul. We must receive
God’s written word into our person and life as I’ve explained it today.
I would point out that other things may be required in some people. The
damage done to their souls may be extensive and deep. Special acts of
deliverance, ministries of inner healing, psychological counseling, or even
certain medications may be needed before they can even begin the
process of restoration. But as always, the grace and power of God is
presupposes as we deal with them.
The Body
The fifth and final dimension that needs to be brought into conformity
with the image and likeness of Jesus is the body.
I am not going to discuss the body in this particular study. I am
currently devoting an entire study on Wednesday nights to what we need
to know about this subject. It’s entitled The Power to Live. You are
invited to attend this study or get the manuscript of it as it proceeds.

Conclusion
I’ve given you a significant amount of information the past six months.
The issue now is whether or not we will remember and act on it.
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The Marines have a slogan that all of you have heard I’m sure, “The
Marines – the few, the proud.” Getting rid of “the proud” part we can
adapt that slogan to our study in closing. The transformed – the few.
The truth is that there are very few professing Christians who are as
much like Jesus as they can be. The truth is that there are very few
professing Christians who even want to be as much like Him as they can
be. The challenge in closing is to be one of the few.
Make becoming like Jesus the chief aim of your life, intend to achieve
that aim, and then find and carry out the means for achieving it, which is
what this study has been about. You will become, if you do, one of the
few who are like Jesus.
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