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FIX YOUR MINDS ON CHRIST (PART II)

We are experiencing in our society the complete triumph of the sensate over the cognitive. Thisis evident, not
only in our culture at large, but painfully obvious within the ranks of Evangelicals. In fact, what we see
happening in Evangelicalism on a large scale is a drift away from a Biblical worldview, not only in theory, but
also in practice. Evangelicals are guided less and less by theological conviction and more and more by
contemporary assumptions derived exclusively from the culture. This dide into modernity by many
Evangelicals was actually hastened by an anti-theological, anti-intellectual mindset that has plagued the church
for centuries. When once asked about his theology, the noted 19" century Evangelist D.L. Moody responded:
“My theology! | didn’'t know | had any!”* Sam Jones was another well-known Evangelist of the same period
who declared: “If | had acreed, | would sell it to a museum!”* The baseball player turned Evangelist, Billy
Sunday, boasted that he did not “know any more about theology than a jackrabbit knew about ping pong!”* Is
this something to actually brag about? These remarks, no doubt, were made in dramatic flair and perhaps off
the cuff, but they reveal some appalling assumptions about how Christianity is perceived. This mentality has
prompted Os Guiness to write: “We [Evangelicals] are people with a true, sometimes a deep, experience of
God. But we are no longer people of truth. Only rarely are we serious about theology at a popular level. We
are still suspicious of thinking and scholarship. We are ill attracted to movements that replace thinking and
theology by other emphases — relational, therapeutic, charismatic, and managerial (as in church growth.”* Note
also Paul’ s language in Ephesians 2:3 — “All of us also lived among them [the disobedient] at one time,
gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thought.” The word transated
thoughtsis DIANOIA. Theword is used to express the whole of one’sinner life, particularly of aperson’s
disposition or mindset. Our cultural mindlessness’ is an aspect of “the pattern of thisworld” and Christians are
to recognize it as such and overcomeit. “We have to contend with the modern mind, with its complete lack of
interest in truth — especially the truth of God. And none of the other questions that now engage the Church will
find any lasting resolution until this is understood and confronted.”® Likewise note the emphasis Paul places on
the imagery of walking, i.e. how onelives. In Heb. 12:2 the imagery on running araceis acal to endurance in
the Christian life. It is a prescribed race that requires a mature commitment — and like so many things that
involve commitment, mental toughness is a necessary attitude. Which in turn is connected with the mind.
“Those in Adam and those in Christ, walk separate ways, each according to their respective minds.”’ The
person described as being in Adam is the natural man, i.e. unregenerate. He is characterized by enmity against
God, by rebellion against Him, and by the fact that he is dominated by the mind of the flesh. Heis as unable to
hear the voice of God in the Word as is a deaf man judging amusic contest. He isthe totally depraved man,
whose whole being is touched by sin. Further, Paul says that the man cannot be subject to the Law of God. In
fact, in the eighth verse he says the same thing again in a more concrete form. He is the man who cannot please
God. Hissphere of lifeisin the flesh (cf. v. 5). The verseisaclear statement of the inability of man. Fallen
mankind does not possess the kind of Libertarian free-will that Armenians ascribe to humanity. The eighth
verseisone of the clearest texts teaching that an unregenerate man cannot please God until awork of the Spirit
has been performed on hisinner man. Infact, it isaverse that plainly teaches God (cf. Heb. 11:6), but they that
are in the flesh, the unsaved individuals, cannot please God. Thus, they cannot exercise faith aslong asthey are
in the flesh. They exercise faith only after the Holy Spirit in efficacious grace takes them out of the flesh and
puts them in the Spirit by giving them new life. The first activity of the new lifeisto believe (cf. | John 5:1).



The man dead in sinsiis given new life, which manifests itself in saving trust through the gospel. The late James
Boice, in hisanalysis of this passage, asked, “What isit that most characterizes an unsaved person? These
verses define the unbeliever in four important ways: (1) in regard to his thinking, (2) in regard to his state, (3) in
regard to his religion, and (4) in regard to his present condition,”® Let’s examine the first of these in some
detail.

WHAT'SON YOUR MIND?

Paul has asserted that the only people in whom the law’ s righteous requirement can be fulfilled are those

who live not kata sarka (according to flesh) but kata pneuma (according to spirit or better the Spirit), that

is, those who follow the promptings and surrender to the control of the Spirit rather than the flesh. It isthis
emphatic antithesis between flesh and Spirit, which Paul now developsin verses 5-8. Implicitly or
explicitly, it recursin every verse. Paul’s purpose isto explain why obedience to the law is possible only to
those who walk according to the Spirit. John Stott helpfully begins with some definitions. By sarx (flesh)

Paul means neither the soft muscular tissue which covers our bony skeleton, nor our bodily instincts and

appetites, but rather the whole of our humanness viewed as corrupt and unredeemed, “our fallen, ego-

centric human nature,” or more briefly “the sin-dominated self.” By pneuma (spirit) in this passage Paul
means not the higher aspect of our humanness viewed as “ spiritual” (although in verse 16 he will refer to
our human spirit), but rather the personal Holy Spirit himself, who now not only regenerates, but also

indwells the people of God. Thistension between “flesh” and Spirit” is reminiscent of Galatians 5:16-26,

where they are in irreconcilable conflict with each other. Here Paul concentrates on the “mind,” or (aswe

would say) “mindset,” of those who are characterized by either sarx or pneuma.

A. First, our mindset expresses our basic nature. On the one hand, there are those who live according
to the sinful nature. They are not now those who “walk” according to it (4, literaly), but those
who simply “are” like this (5, literally). These people have their minds set on what that nature
desires, whereas those who live in accordance with the Spirit (literaly, “those according to the

Spirit” —thereisno verb) have their minds set on what the Spirit desires (5). The meaning surely is
not that people are like this because they think like this, although that is partly true, but that they think

like this because they are like this. The expressions are descriptive. 1n both cases their nature

determines their mindset. Moreover, since the flesh is our twisted human nature, its desires are all

those things which pander to our ungodly self-centeredness. Since the Spirit is the Holy Spirit

himself, however, his desires are all those things which please Him, who loves above all else to

glorify Christ, that is, to show Christ to us and form Christ in us. Now to “set the mind” (phroneo) on

the desires of sarx or pneuma is to make them the “absorbing objects of thought, interest, affection

and purpose.” It isaquestion of what pre-occupies us, of the ambitions which drive us and the

concerns which engross us, of how we spend our time and our energies, of what we concentrate on

and give ourselves up to. All thisis determined by who we are, whether we are still “in the flesh” or

are now by new birth “in the Spirit.”

B.  Secondly, our mindset has eternal consequences. The mind of sinful man (literally, “of the flesh”) is
death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit (literally, “of the Spirit”) islife and peace (6). That is, the
mindset of flesh-dominated people is already one of spiritual death and leads inevitably to eternal
death, for it alienates them from God and renders fellowship with him impossible in either this world
or the next. The mindset of Spirit-dominated people, however, entails life and peace. On the one
hand they are “dlive to God” (6:11), alert to spiritual realities, and thirsty for God like nomads in the
desert, like deer panting for streams. On the other hand, they have peace with God (5:1), peace with
their neighbour (12:15), and peace within, enjoying an inner integration or harmony. We would

surely pursue holiness with greater eagerness if we were convinced that it is the way of life and peace.

C.  Thirdly, our mindset concerns our fundamental attitude to God. The reason the mind of the fleshis
death isthat it is hostile to God, cherishing a deep-seated animosity against Him. It is antagonistic to
his name, kingdom and will, to his day, his people and his word, to his Son, his Spirit and his glory.
In particular, Paul singles out his moral standards. In contrast to the regenerate who “delight” in
God'slaw (7:22), the unregenerate mind does not submit to God’ s law, nor can it do so (7), which
explains why those who live according to the flesh cannot fulfill the law’ s righteous requirement.




D. Finally, note the impossibility of pleasing God that characterizes the natural mindset. They cannot

please him (8) because they cannot submit to hislaw (7), whereas, it isimplied, those who are in the

Spirit set themselves to please him in everything, even to do so “more and more.” To sum up, here

are two categories of people (the unregenerate who are “in the flesh” and the regenerate who are “in

the Spirit”), who have two perspectives or mindsets (“the mind of the flesh” and “the mind of the

Spirit”), which lead to two patterns of conduct (living according to the flesh or the Spirit), and result

in two spiritual states (death or life, enmity or peace). Thus our mind, where we set it and how we

occupy it, plays akey role in both our present conduct and our final destiny.®
CONCLUSION: As contestants engaged in running the race, we have no time to look around. We must keep
our eyes focused on Jesus and must do so without distraction. The writer of Hebrews does not place the name
Jesus among those of the heroes of faith; he gives him special recognition, for he calls him “the author and
perfecter of our faith.” Jesusis “the author of [our] salvation” (2:10), who as forerunner has entered the
heavenly sanctuary (6:19-20) and has opened “a new and living way” for us that leads to this sanctuary
(10:20)."° Heisthe Beginning and the End, the Alpha and the Omega (Rev. 1:17; 21:6; 22:13). And he whom
God perfected through suffering (Heb. 2:10) perfects his brothers and sisters who have placed their trust in him.
As originator and perfecter of our faith, Jesus has laid its foundation in our hearts and in time brings faith to
completion. He can do this because he is able, and he will do this because he is our brother (Heb. 2:11-12). In
asimilar vein, Paul encourages the Philippians when he says that God “who began a good work in you will
carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus’ (1:6). The expression “turn your eyes upon Jesus’
comes from the Greek word APHORAO —to look away from one thing to another. In verse three we are told
to consider Him,” which comes from the Greek word ANALOGIZOMALI, literally to consider intently. In Heb.
3:1, we are told to “consider Jesus’ — here the Greek word is KATANOESATE, which means to fix the mind
on. Inall three cases the stressis on mental concentration. Phillips says, “The point here is that we should
meditate on or reflect on, take stock of Jesus' life and death as it relates to our own struggle, and especially
remember how God ordained his suffering for his and our glory. We are to remember that beyond the cross
there liesa crown; it was so for our Lord, and so it will be for us. As Paul writes, doing the very thing our text
suggests, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that isto be
revealed to us’ (Rom. 8:18). That is the cure for our hearts when we grow weary in the long race of this life of
faith.”**
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