What It Means to be Human #7

“The Process of Sanctification (part 1)”

Romans 12:1-2
Because of modern medical technology, transplanted kidneys, lungs, and even hearts provide new life for the dying. In laboratory experiments, mice have been rejuvenated by transplanted pineal glands, which reverse the aging process and extend their life expectancy by 25 percent—an experiment that hints that human life expectancy could go beyond 115 years. Such radical changes in human life stagger the imagination about what the future holds in store.

But nothing is as radical as a new mind. Yet this is not accomplished by a brain transplant, or by some technological or biological procedure. It is a matter of theology. To be conformed to the thinking of this world is to think with its forms or structures. To be transformed is to think beyond the forms of this world. And the power for this transformation is the renewed mind.

The renewed mind is initiated by the supernatural work of God the Holy Spirit in regeneration. It is developed by the continued operation of the Spirit in the soul and by feeding upon the Word of God. It is the conformity of the believer to the person of Christ. And to have the mind of Christ is to think like Jesus.

As we continue our series, What It Means to be Human, we begin a four-part look at the process of sanctification. Last week was an overview of the promise of salvation, how God revives the Spirit in justification (which, for every believer, has been done in the past); how He restores the soul through sanctification (being done in the present); and how He will resurrect the body one day in glorification (in the future). Now I want to take a closer look at the second of these, and how the Spirit restores the soul in mind, heart, will, and conscience.

John Stott once preached a series of sermons in his home church in London called “The Integrated Life.” He defined this as the quality of men and women who are at peace, who are whole, with whom there is no dichotomy between what they believe and how they behave, between what they are in private and what they are in public, or between the different spheres and aspects of their human life. To be an integrated person is to be somebody who is at harmony within himself or herself instead of being in discord.

He went on to point out that at creation, human beings were integrated—mind, emotions, conscience, and will—functioned naturally. But through sin, human beings became disintegrated. Our minds became darkened, our conscience skewed, our emotions warped, and our will enslaved. Instead of being whole persons, we have fallen apart and become disintegrated.

But, Stott continues, redemption through Jesus means that we are becoming reintegrated again until that glorious day when Christ returns, our bodies redeemed and will become the ideal vehicle for our perfectly reintegrated personalities.

The personality consists of the mind—what we know—the heart—what we feel—and the will—what we choose. Within this, the mind is the central citadel of the human personality. The brain is the physical basis for the mind, the physical mechanism that lies at the foundation of our thinking, like the control tower that directs all human operations.

Someone has likened the brain to a computer. Every neuron operates like a little switch that turns on and off. Each has many inputs (dendrites) and only one output that channels the neurotransmitters to other dendrites. The computer hardware is made up of millions of these. Our minds, on the other hand, represent the software. The brain can be mindlessly programmed by the world, because the brain receives data from the external world through the five senses of the body. The mind, however, is the compiler and chooses to interpret the data by whatever means it has been programmed.
 

Jesus mentioned all three aspects of personality in Matthew 22:37, when asked to name the greatest commandment in God’s law. He answered, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” Here we see the mind (intellect) and the heart (emotions) named, but what are we to make of the reference to the “soul”? I believe this can be understood as the will, since the ultimate products from the soul are choices that the body carries out. 

Now, with Valentine’s Day just passed, we know all about loving “with all our heart,” and we probably have a good handle on loving “with all our soul.” But what does it mean to love God “with all our mind”? Martin Luther suggests that, “Loving ‘with all your mind’ is to surrender to God with one’s whole mind so that even His commands become good and right.”
 By surrendering our minds to God, we allow Him to change our lives by transforming our thoughts.

The Principle of Reprogramming the Mind

This is the principle of reprogramming the mind. We see in it Romans 12:2,

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

Paul issues a command here, seen in both a negative and a positive statement. The first is the negative: “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world.” I like how J. B. Phillips rendered this: “Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mould.”
 

The original Greek here is syschēmatizō, meaning, “to be molded according to a pattern.” It is the term from which we get our English word “schematic.”
 It means to succumb to peer pressure, to become what those around us what us to be.

Instead, Paul urges us to “be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Again, Phillips paraphrases this as “let God re-mould your minds from within.”
 This Greek word is metamorphoō, meaning, “to be changed from one thing into another.” This is transliterated to render the English word “metamorphosis,” which is commonly used to describe the transformation of a caterpillar into a butterfly.

This is the verb used by Matthew and Mark about the transfiguration of Jesus. A complete change came over Him. His whole body became translucent; it shone like the sun. As for the change which takes place in the people of God, envisaged here and in 2 Corinthians 3:18 (the only other verse in which metamorphoō occurs), it is a fundamental transformation of character and conduct from the inside out, away from the standards of the world and into the image of Christ himself.

Returning to the illustration of a computer, we see that, until we come to Christ, the brain has been programmed by external sources and internal choices made without the knowledge of God and the benefit of His presence. This is the corruption of sin.

The tendency of our Western world is to assume that mental problems are primarily caused by faulty hardware. Clearly, Alzheimer’s disease, dementia, brain trauma, or lesser organic problems such as chemical imbalances can impede our abilities to function. The best program will not work if the computer is turned off or in disrepair. However, our primary problem is not the hardware, it is the software. We can do little to fix the hardware (the brain), but we can change the software (the mind). Now that we are in Christ, we internally have the mind of Christ.

Paul tells us here that the world wants to control your mind, but God wants to renew your mind. The world wants to change your mind, so it exerts pressure from without. But the Holy Spirit changes your mind by releasing power from within. If the world controls your thinking, you are a conformer; if God controls your thinking, you are a transformer.

How then does the transformation take place? Although Paul does not here tell us how our mind becomes renewed, we know from his other writings that it is a combination of the Spirit of God and the Word of God. Regeneration by the Holy Spirit involves the renewal of every part of our humanness, which has been tainted and twisted by sin, and this includes our mind.

It is difficult to overstate the importance of the reprogramming of the mind. “As a man thinks in his heart, so is he,” we read in Proverbs 23:7. As we will see at the end of the message this morning, the process of restoring the soul must begin in the mind. And so Peter writes in 2 Peter 3:1, “Dear friends, this is now my second letter to you. I have written both of them as reminders to stimulate you to wholesome thinking.” 

The Practices of Reprogramming the Mind

What is our responsibility in this procedure? Yes, the actual work of renewing is done by the Holy Spirit within us, but that does not make us completely passive. We do have a responsibility here. And there are practices of reprogramming the mind for us.
Key to loving God with all our mind are the choices you and I make. We can choose to dwell on the negative, on our weakness, and on our pain, or we can let those things turn us to God. Regardless of how life looks or feels, we can make the deliberate decision to yield to God’s wisdom and His ways. We can choose, for instance, to:

• Work on what is real rather than worry about what is unreal.

• Reach forward and press on rather than remaining a prisoner of the past.

• Believe the truths of the Bible rather than trust our emotions.

• Act on what is revealed in Scripture rather than on what appears to be.

By making these choices, we are choosing to love God with all our mind. The result is what I call “spiritual mental health,” that peace and well-being which the Spirit gives when we think and act on the truths of the Bible.

Consider some of these verses that challenge us to choose what we think about:

· Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. — Colossians 3:2

· But make up your mind not to worry beforehand how you will defend yourselves. —Luke 21:14-15

· Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. — Romans 14:5

· Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother’s way. — Romans 14:13

· Brothers, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults. — 1 Corinthians 14:20

· Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. — Romans 12:3

· You will keep in perfect peace him whose mind is steadfast, because he trusts in you. — Isaiah 26:3

· Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. — Philippians 4:8

 

I want to focus in on that last verse. The Amplified Bible renders the last phrase, “…think on and weigh and take account of these things [fix your minds on them].”  The word think is important; the Greek here means thinking through logically and carefully. Paul is not saying to give casual thought, but to think seriously about these things.

We need to discipline ourselves to think on these things! We need to refocus our minds from the horizontal to the vertical. We need to rise above the nonsense of human viewpoint and tedious worries about non-eternal issues. We need to get on with thoughts that really matter.
 It isn’t enough to identify and remove (put off) wrong thoughts and motives from our hearts. In order for change to be biblical (effective, enduring, and pleasing to God), we must replace sinful thoughts and motives with righteous ones.
 God calls us to use our mind to think about what is true and real. Once we determine what is true and real, we can then function according to these facts instead of our feelings or fantasies.
 This means we focus our attention carefully and feed our mind correctly.

Two specific practices that help in this regard are memorization and meditation. Both are mentioned in Scripture and have been effective in reprogramming the mind for centuries.

You won’t find the word “memorization” in the Bible, but Psalm 119:11 states, “Thy Word have I hid in my heart that I might not sin against Thee.” To “hide God’s word in the heart”, therefore, would include storing it in the mind and memory.
 David says that a young man can keep his life pure by treasuring God’s Word in his heart (Psalm 37:31; 119:9-11). Solomon refers to this in Proverbs 4:4: “Let your heart hold fast my words; keep my commandments and live.” The words “hold fast” come from a single Hebrew term meaning, “to grasp, seize, lay hold of.” Scripture memory gives you a firm grasp of the Word—and allows the Word to get a firm grasp of you! Solomon also mentions writing the Word “on the tablet of your heart” (Proverbs 7:3) and having Scriptures kept within you so “they may be ready on your lips” (Proverbs 22:18).

Chuck Swindoll writes,

I know of no other single practice in the Christian life more rewarding, practically speaking, than memorizing Scripture. That’s right. No other single discipline is more useful and rewarding than this. No other single exercise pays greater spiritual dividends! Your prayer life will be strengthened. Your witnessing will be sharper and much more effective. Your counseling will be in demand. Your attitudes and outlook will begin to change. Your mind will become alert and observant. Your confidence and assurance will be enhanced. Your faith will be solidified.

While memorization may not be found in the pages of Scripture, meditation sure does! When taking over for Moses, Joshua was challenged in Joshua 1:8, “Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.” 

The book of Psalms is filled with the idea of meditation, beginning in the very first Psalm: “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers. But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night” (Psalm 1:1-2). The Amplified Bible renders the end of verse two, “…he habitually meditates (ponders and studies) by day and by night.” Psalm 48:9 states, “Within your temple, O God, we meditate on your unfailing love.” Psalm 77:12 adds, “I will meditate on all your works and consider all your mighty deeds.” Then in Psalm 119 we read in verses 15-16, “I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways. I delight in your decrees; I will not neglect your word,” and in verse 97, “Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long.”
By “meditation” the Bible does not mean so-called transcendental meditation, which is nothing but a trap for the unwary, Hinduism masquerading as science. Beware of any philosophy that teaches how to disengage the mind from deliberate and normal thought processes so it can be free to receive impressions from elsewhere. That kind of thing leads to demonic suggestion.

Meditation has been defined as “the act of pondering over Scripture for a period of time, for the purpose of allowing this continued reflection to result in a deeper and more meaningful understanding of that portion (and related portions) of God’s blessed Word.”
 The art of meditation for the Jews was to read aloud the appointed portion of Scripture over and over again in order to impress its content truth deeply on the mind as well as to commit it to memory. The word was to be tasted, seen, and heard so that it could enter fully into the whole man.
 It is often likened to a cow chewing its cud, working it over and over in order to digest it. Meditation is to the soul what digestion is to the body. When we meditate on the Word, we allow the Spirit of God within us to “digest” the Word of God for us. So not only do we delight in the Word, it becomes a source of spiritual nourishment for us.

God reprograms our minds and makes us spiritually minded by using His Word. As we spend time meditating on and memorizing God’s Word, He will gradually make our minds more spiritual.

The Protection of Reprogramming the Mind

Finally, let’s consider the protection of reprogramming the mind. To continue the similarity to a computer, this is the virus protection for our minds. The most damaging thoughts we entertain are lies about ourselves and about God. Computer programmers coined the term “GIGO,” which means garbage in, garbage out. If we put garbage into our minds we will probably live a life that looks and smells like garbage. Jesus said in Luke 6:45, “The good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth what is good; and the evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth what is evil; for his mouth speaks from that which fills his heart.”
How to we protect the mind? Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10:3-5,

For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.

We have to be very careful what we put into our minds; hence the urgency of taking every thought captive and making it obedient to Christ. It doesn’t make any difference whether the renegade thought originated from the television set, the radio, a book, a speaker, from your own memory bank or from deceiving spirits. Even if it is an original thought of our own, we must take every thought captive to the obedience of Christ.

If what you are thinking is not true according to God’s Word, then don’t pay attention to it. Instead, do what the apostle Paul says to do in Philippians 4:8:

Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things. 

You don’t get rid of negative thoughts by trying not to think of them. You overcome them by choosing the truth and continuing to choose it until the negative thoughts are drowned out or completely replaced by the truth. If you want to experience the freedom that Christ purchased for you and the peace of mind that passes all understanding, then choose to think only those thoughts that perfectly align with the Word of God.

We can’t control our emotions. If you think you can, give it a try! Try liking someone right now that you previously couldn’t stand. We can’t order our emotions to feel—no instruction in Scripture suggests that we do that. We must, however, acknowledge our emotions, because we can’t be right with God and not be real. What we do have control over is what we think, so Scripture tells us to take responsibility for our thoughts. “Brothers, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults” (1 Corinthians 14:20).

Don’t assume all disturbing thoughts are from Satan. Where the thoughts came from—the television set, our memory banks, the pit or our own creative reservoirs—doesn’t matter as much as understanding that the answer is always the same. Choose to think the truth. We can analyze the origin of every thought, but that won’t resolve it. We will only get caught up in our own subjective mazes. Too much of the recovery movement is locked in the paralysis of analysis. People can give brilliant analyses of why they chose to drink, but that won’t solve their drinking problems. We can find a million ways to go wrong, but the path back to God is not that complex.

When an unkind or impure thought enters your mind, deal with it instantly. If we cultivate it, it will take root and grow—and rob us of our joy. Sometimes Satan will throw his “fiery darts” at us, and sometimes he will use other people to do it for him. One of the best ways to defeat the wrong kinds of thoughts is to fill our minds with Scripture; so take time to memorize the Word of God.

Why is it so important to begin with the mind? What we fill our minds with at any given moment will strongly influence how we feel and what we do.
 The Bible says, “Let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think.” Your first step in spiritual growth is to start changing the way you think. Change always starts first in your mind. The way you think determines the way you feel, and the way you feel influences the way you act. Paul said, “There must be a spiritual renewal of your thoughts and attitudes.” 

The mind is the key to all our behavior. Because it contains things contrary to God’s plan, we are commanded to cause it to be renewed. If I am to act freely, if I am to resist temptation with joy and not grudgingly, I must change my mind, the very mainspring of my actions.

God’s plan for the renewing of the mind is a reprogramming described in the Bible. If we expect to be overcomers, we must follow its instructions, beginning with making Jesus Lord of our lives. The mind’s renewing is not an overnight phenomenon. The process will involve the rest of our lives.
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