The Heart of the Matter:  The Christian’s Attitude

Lesson 1:  Why Do We Do the Things We Do?

1. The Free Moral Agency of Man

That which sets man apart from animals is the ability to reason and decide.  Animals behave on an instinctive level, and they have a limited ability to learn from cause and effect.  While we may kill animals that have caused death or destruction, we do not “punish” them as morally accountable creatures.  A shark or a crocodile kills because it has been “programmed” to do so; it is his nature.

Humans, on the other hand, are constructed differently.  We have been endowed with the power of choice.  While there are some instinctive actions in our make-up (a baby’s suckling response; flinching, etc.), the fabric of our lives is woven largely from individual decisions.  We choose to come or go, to love or hate, to learn or remain ignorant, to marry or not, to help or injure.

But with this freedom to act comes a frightful consequence:  Our Maker has declared that He will hold us accountable for what we decide.  We implicitly recognize and affirm this principle whenever we declare a man guilty of the violation of law and punish him.  Justice says, in effect, “You behaved wrongly; you should have done differently.”     

“Fate,” “karma” and Calvinistic predestination are not Biblical concepts.  Man has created such doctrines to relieve him of the terrible guilt spawned by the knowledge that we have not lived as we know we should.  When we choose to act, it is vital that we choose wisely.  

Question:
How do the following passages bear upon the issue of free moral agency?

    1. Gn 2:16-17; 3:1-6 (cf. 1 Pet 1:20):

    2. Is 10:5-11:  

    3. Mk 14:21; Ac 4:25-28:

2. What Affects Our Choices?
When we do make a choice, there are a  number of things that influence our decision.  We are not always conscious of these forces, but we have been shaped and conditioned by them in powerful ways.  Comment on the following:  

Genetic predisposition:

Parental nurturing:

Peer groups:

Self-interest:

All of these influences seethe and swirl within our minds and are gradually forged into a mindset, a value system or a set of attitudes that define who we are as a person.  We may camouflage our true selves by speaking or acting in a way different from our real attitudes, thus deceiving others (and perhaps ourselves).  But our real identity is revealed more often than we know, and it is always seen by God.


3. Discovering Our Own Attitudes

We jokingly speak of people in need of an “attitude adjustment.”  In reality, we need to be constantly adjusting our attitudes to conform to the standards of God.  (Since this lesson deals with the “Christian’s attitude,” we will assume that most who study the material already acknowledge the value of God’s approval.  We who believe in God fundamentally agree that God’s standards for us are valid and superior.)  

One of the first problems we encounter is identifying what our real attitudes are.  This requires two basic qualities:  self-awareness and honesty.  First, we must learn to study and evaluate ourselves.  “What do I think and why do I think it?”  “What are my basic desires?”  “Why do I favor option A as opposed to option B?”  “What is my real motive?”  These are uncomfortable questions to ask ourselves because the answers may be less than flattering.  We sometimes assign to ourselves higher motives than we deserve, and to preserve the illusion we hesitate to peer very deeply into our own soul.

Secondly, unless we are honest with ourselves, we may plow ahead through life with thoughts and attitudes that God finds abominable even as we attend worship, read our Bibles, pray and speak religious lingo.

The most reliable way to study ourselves and dispassionately discern our true attitudes is to compare ourselves with the revelation of God.  God, as our Maker, knows His human product better than we know ourselves.  He knows what makes us tick – physically, mentally, emotion-ally and spiritually.  The Scriptures reveal our true inner self, even as a photograph depicts our outer qualities.  

Questions:

1. What do the following passages say is the key to true self-awareness?

    a. Heb 4:12-13:

    b. Jas 1:21-25:

2. Comment on the free-will choices of the following people:

    a. Joseph:

    b. Moses:

    c. Judas:

    d. The son of Ezekiel 18:10-13: 

at·ti·tude:  2a:  a mental position with regard to a fact or state  b: a feeling or emotion toward a fact or state ... 6: an organismic state of readiness to respond in a characteristic way to a stimulus (as an object, concept, or situation) (Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, p. 114)








