Sermon: BUILDING A HEALTHY MIND
Text: Romans 12:2
Date: January 29, 2012
Location: Northwest Community Church

INTRODUCTION
Today we are talking about your mental health and I want to start by sharing a picture of what a healthy mind looks like.
	A Healthy Ranch
		Identity – rooted and grounded in Jesus Christ
		Spiritual Well
		Gifts, Talents & Abilities
		Fruits
		Crops
		Weeds
		Snakepit
		Fence with a Gate

So now let’s look at what some unhealthy minds look like.  As you see these ranches, consider which one you tend to drift towards without being intentional. 
	Fix Me – I can’t possibly run this place
	Just Love Me: Will Build to Suit – Welcome to Do-As-You-Please Ranch
	Stay Out
	You Tell Me Ranch – annex other ranches onto your own
	Nobody Home – neglected self while caring for others
		From Healing Care, Healing Prayer by Terry Wardle

By the way, I love these images.  They come from some work that a Professor at Ashland Seminary named Terry Wardle has done.  I had a chance to get to know him a few years ago.  Here is a summary of all of these unhealthy ranches.  Now lets just take a moment and turn to the person you are sitting with and talk about which one you tend to drift towards.

We’ve been talking about taking care of our temple that we share with the Spirit of the Lord.  Today, we are talking about caring for our minds.  The mind is often the most neglected part of our bodies and it’s like refrigerator in your kitchen that you pay no attention to until it starts going out.  We have the scales and we can count the rolls to give us a measure of our weight.  I heard a comedian suggest another test for your weight where you jump up and then count how many seconds it takes for everything to stop jiggling.  We can do strength tests for our muscles.  We can do blood tests to test our immune system and to check our heart health.  But, the mind stays hidden…ticking away.  

By the way did you know that you are suppose to pull out your refrigerator and clean the coils at least once a year to keep it running efficiently?  So, our mind needs some regular maintenance as well.  It needs to be cared for and kept healthy.

Today we are going to rely on the writings of the Apostle Paul to inform us about God’s plan for your mind.  What we’ll see is that Paul has a high view of the mind.  For Paul it becomes the key to our transformation into the sons and daughters of God.  So, engage your mind and lets jump into Scripture!
fro,nhma


By Fostering an Outward Focus
The old adage in politics was that as Maine goes, so goes the nation.  I think Paul would say that as your mind goes, so goes your soul.  The battle is won and lost in your mind.

What Paul is going to warn us about in Romans 8 is having a mind that is self-absorbed.  In fact, research has shown that there is a direct advantage to our own mental health when we look outside of ourselves and help others.  In fact a recent study published by the National Academy of Science looked at MRI scans of people’s brains as they made decisions about giving to others.  What they found was that helping others caused a surge in feel-good chemicals in the brain.  See, that’s why you just want to shout after youyou’re your gift in the offering plate!   Carolyn Schwartz studied 2,000 people and found that those who routinely helped others were happier and healthier.

In Romans 8:5-7 Paul presents us with two ways of thinking and the choice that you and I have to make everyday about which way of thinking we will embrace. Listen to this translation of Romans 8:5-7 from the Word Biblical Commentary.
	For those who exist in terms of the flesh take the side of the flesh, whereas those who exist in terms of 	the Spirit take the side of the Spirit. ﻿6﻿ For the flesh’s way of thinking is death, whereas the Spirit’s way 	of thinking is life and peace. ﻿7﻿ Because the flesh’s way of thinking is hostility toward God, for it does 	not submit itself to the law of God; for it cannot.

I like how Eugene Peterson draws up the contrast. He says it’s a battle between an “obsession with self” and “attention to God.”  So, an obsession with self leads to death but attention to God leads to life and peace.

I think we are all interested in life and peace unless I have any takers for death in here.  So here’s seven questions to determine if you have an obsession with self.
	When someone tells you they are sick, you see it as a competition and share that you are more sick
	You wear new clothes and get offended when no-one notices all day
	You haven’t remembered anyone’s birthday besides your own in a decade
	You have a deep seated belief that your life is harder than everyone else’s
	If you thought the bell ringers at Christmas time were a distraction to your cell phone conversation
	If you see yourself as mainly the callee more than the caller	
	If you’ve ever said this on a date: That’s enough about me…what do you think about me.

Now, we had a little fun with that.  But, we really are called to make a choice about whether we will focus on our own wants and desires and be internally focused or whether we will focus on God and by extension the other people that he loves.














By Yielding to God’s Transformation
The encouraging thing is that Paul says if your mind is self-absorbed-it doesn’t need to stay that way.  Paul teaches that God wants to transform all of you through the channel of the mind.  He says in 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. 	Romans 12:2

Think about that for a moment…God wants to transform you by renewing your mind.  In other words, good mental health is part of God’s plan for you.

Here’s the other truth that this passage demonstrates – it tells us that God has the power to change and heal a mind that his been damaged and bent towards selfishness and evil.  Somebody just needed to hear that today – that you don’t have to settle for a state of mind that is unhealthy.

This passage has led many to say that Paul was the first cognitive therapist.  That before cognitive therapy emerged in the 1960s, Paul was well ahead of the curve. 

So, I hope you will let me play with an idea for a minute.  Cognitive therapy is all about trying to overcome your dysfunctions or poor mental health through testing some beliefs that many times are not true.  So, if you’ve come to believe that you are not lovable a therapist might ask you to question that belief…to ask questions…to test that belief…maybe even to test that belief to the point of putting yourself out there on a date again.   Cognitive therapy says that if you can demolish the underlying negative belief then you can demolish the dysfunctional, unhealthy behavior.

When I read Romans 12:2, what I read is Paul’s cognitive therapy method of transformation.  God wants to heal us of dysfunction and sin but we have some destructive beliefs and thoughts.  So, God’s Spirit comes and is our holy therapist.  I know I’m out on a limb but stay with me.  God’s Spirit says to us…so you think you are unlovable.  Let’s test that belief out with God’s will.  And then all of these Scriptures come to you about how much God loves you and you begin to realize that this negative belief is a lie.  Or the Spirit says…so you think love is about feeling good and maximizing your own pleasure.  Let’s test that belief out with God’s will who demonstrated that true love is about laying yourself down for others.  As our beliefs start bumping up against God, we realize that we have some destructive beliefs in our minds.

But here’s the key word for me in Romans 12:2.  The word “TEST.”  It implies some action on our part.  It also implies some trial and error and we are in this mind renewal process.  It also implies that you are invested in the process of transformation.  You see transformation doesn’t just happen.  

It would be like you going to a therapist and listening for a half hour but never doing or trying anything different.  What Paul is suggesting is that you actively start testing your beliefs against God’s so that you can start knowing and living out the will of God.

A healthy mind is others focused but it is also willing to actively enter into God’s transformation process.








By Surrendering to the Role of Pain to Shape You
And I hate to have to inform you of this but God’s transformation process does involve pain. Many times we don’t give up our old beliefs and habits so easily unless we walk through an experience that strips us bare and makes us realize that our old beliefs and habits no longer work. 

Paul says it like this in his letter to the Corinthian church in 2 Corinthians 4:17:
	For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory 	that far outweighs them 	all. 2 Corinthians 4:17
I like the Cotemporary English Bible’s translation:
	Our temporary minor problems are producing an eternal stockpile of glory for us that is beyond all 	comparison.

Paul will also write in Romans 8 in a section about sufferings that all things work together for good for those who love God who are called according to his purpose to be conformed to the likeness of his Son.   In other words, suffering helps shape us into the image of Christ.

So here are the facts…The Center for Disease Control reports that half of Americans will suffer from a mental disorder in their lifetime.  They also reported that 25% of Americans said they had a mental illness in 2010.  The number of people taking antidepressants doubled from 1996 to 2005.  

In other words, there is no lack of pain and suffering and its definitely taking its toll.  Before I go any further I want to affirm a statement that Henry Cloud and John Townsend made about antidepressants.  “Antidepressants are medical interventions to a biological problem.  They are not unspiritual!”  For too long we have had a stigma about treating mental illness.  We don’t bat an eye when you put a cast on a broken leg but for some reason we aren’t comfortable with disorders of the mind.

But, here’s the point that I do want to challenge us on.  Only about 20% of the millions taking antidepressants were also in some sort of therapy where they were working to resolve their problems.  

My fear is that we are wasting the pain. The medications kick in and make us feel better but we aren’t dealing with the issues that caused an unhealthy mind in the first place.  I’m a huge believer in talk therapy.  I think there are times when we could all benefit from having an objective person listen to our unfiltered thoughts.  But, I’m also a huge believer in Prayer and Scripture therapy!

What God’s Word teaches and thousands of years of Christian experience teaches is that pain is a wonderful teacher. God uses it to strip away beliefs and practices that are harmful.  But, here’s what I want to say in a nutshell.

Pray and take your medication, but don’t ignore the pain that took you to your doctors office in the first place.  To ignore the pain or to medicate it away without dealing with it circumvents God’s purposes for your life.









By Choosing to be Positive
So we talked about focusing out thoughts outwardly, about yielding to God’s transformation, and surrendering to the role of pain as a teacher, but there’s one other piece to building a healthy mind with you that I want to share from the teachings of Paul.  It is making the choice to be positive.

Do you want to know one of the worst beliefs that you can have? It comes out sounding something like this when you verbalize it…”well, that’s just the way that I am.”  It’s the belief that your environment and circumstances have shaped you into a person that is incapable of change.  It’s the belief that you have no control over your thoughts.  And worse than all, it denies the power of God to affect change in your life.

I want you to listen to a few statements that Paul made.  What I want you to notice is how proactive they call us to be in dealing with our minds.

He writes in Colossians 3:2: Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.  Did you know that you can do that?  You can actually choose the things that you think about.  In fact, the brain is actually amazing in its ability to adapt.  The more you think about the things of God, the more your mind will be retrained to naturally think about the things of God.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10:5b that “…we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.”  I love this little nugget.  To put this in modern day therapy talk.  When your self-talk turns negative and destructive, you have the ability to change the subject with yourself.  You might be going on and on in your mind about something really dumb that you said and beating yourself up.  Sometimes its time to take control.  I heard about one guy who wore a rubber band on his wrist and everytime his mind went off in this negative self-talk he gave the rubber band a good snap.  That little pain helped him to turn the page and stop dwelling on destructive thoughts. 

I believe that many of us need to get a little more vigilant in our thought life.  We let thoughts take root and allow them to replay over and over again without questioning them.  It’s time to reclaim our thought life and make it obedient to Christ.

Finally, I love what Paul says in Philippians 4:8.  We’ve been talking about reactive approaches, but this passage is a proactive passage.  Paul writes:
	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

Paul is trying to teach us to retrain our minds.  Let’s face it, we all live on a constant diet of depraved thoughts.  We hear constant negative talk about the state of the economy and about politicians attacking each other.  We see hundreds of murders and fights in movies and on TV.  We are exposed to people all around us who hate their life, their job, their spouse and their dog….and on and on.  So, if you feed your mind a steady diet of that negativity, that’s what you can expect to receive from your mind. 

What Paul is telling us is that we need to be intentional about the diet of our mind.  We need to fill it up with good things…with things that are true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, praiseworthy.  

I want to challenge you this week to go on a diet for your mind.  To consider what you will feed your mind.  Think about the books and news you will read.  Think about the images you will allow to enter your mind.  If you want to build a healthy mind in 2012, then its time for Paul’s mental diet.


Conclusion
As we close I want to share one last thought with you.  When you read the gospel accounts of the life of Jesus, you can see a man who acknowledged his limitations.  For three years he does this intense ministry but he does it by living in this balance of high giving, retreat, rest, small group community and then back to the high giving stuff.  Over and over again, you see this rhythm to his life. 

Some of you have been pushing hard for a long time and its been a long time since you pulled out the refrigerator for some maintenance.  In fact, for some of you here one of the most spiritual things you could do is to take a break and get some rest.

We’ve been talking about mental health today, but your mind is connected to your body.  If you aren’t taking care of the whole package then your mind will suffer with stress, fatigue and depression.

Some of you saw a picture of an unhealthy ranch a little while ago that hit you between the eyes.  You know its not healthy and you know its not pleasing to God.  So, what will you do about it?  

I want to suggest that you start with yielding to God’s transformation work – his renewal of your mind as Paul states it.  And let’s start testing and finding God’s will.  Let’s start with the belief that you can’t change…that the mind and thoughts you have been living with will be yours forever.  And in these moments of prayer let’s ask God.  God, do you have the power to renew my mind?  To change me?




By Fostering an Outward Focus
By Yielding to God’s Transformation
By Surrendering to the Role of Pain to Shape You
By Choosing to be Positive
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