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A Christian Self-Image
Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord.  (Romans 6:11)


Many folks in our culture, including Christians, seem almost obsessed with self-image.  On one side we are told that parents need to create any form of illusion or artificial environment possible to give their child a “positive self-image.”  The downside to failure is predicted to be lifetime scarring of the child.  However, in typical knee-jerk fashion many folks, among them many Christians, embrace a mirror opposite attitude and seem to think the worse a person can imagine themselves to be the better.  Not only balance, but Biblical truth finds itself firmly established between these two errant and unhealthy extremes.  One extreme tends to turn a person into an incorrigible egotist while the other turns the person into a “depraved disciple,” a true oxymoron.   

I have long objected to the idea of evolution, not only on the basis of scientific evidence pro or con, but also on the basis of its impact on a person’s thinking.  Consider this wise observation from Solomon.

Eat thou not the bread of him that hath an evil eye, neither desire thou his dainty meats:  For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he: Eat and drink, saith he to thee; but his heart is not with thee.  The morsel which thou hast eaten shalt thou vomit up, and lose thy sweet words.  (Proverbs 23:6-8)


Solomon affirms that a person’s way of thinking will weave its way into his/her conduct.  If you think of yourself in a certain way, you will eventually act according to your dominant thought.  If a person believes that he/she evolved from lower animals, eventually he/she will submit to the inclination to act like a lower animal!  


Applying this observation from Solomon to our theme, a person who has only positive self-thoughts increasingly becomes convinced that he/she is invincible and never learns how to deal with frustrations and defeats that inevitably touch every life.  Equally the person who views himself/herself as a “depraved disciple” will eventually manifest that attitude in actions.  


Scripture is by no means deficient in terms of instructing us regarding how we should view ourselves as children of God.  In our study verse Paul has just completed building the truth of our integral union with the Lord Jesus Christ in His Incarnation and in His substitutionary death for our sins.  He arose from the grave, victorious over sin and death—“death hath no more dominion over him” (Romans 6:9).  He is now alive to God and free from the sentence of sin against His elect, the reason for His Incarnation.  Thus when Paul introduces the thought of our study verse with “Likewise…” he is directing us to look at our Lord’s present relationship to sin and to embrace that attitude—that incredible victory—into our own mindset as “a child of the King.”  


Scripture uses such terms as “children” (both minor children and adult children), “little children,” “friends,” and “new creatures” to name only a few descriptions of those to whom God has given His eternal life.  


This Biblical view rejects the egotistical and man-centric view of “positive self-image” in that it builds the case for our view of self on our relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ, not on any inherent merit in us.  


This Biblical view equally rejects the “depraved disciple” mindset that can at times become so focused on a person’s lack of merit that it engages in a context of worthlessness!  Advocates of this view will appeal to passages, particularly in the New Testament and Paul’s writings that refer to believers in Christ, even Paul and other apostles, as being the Lord’s “servants,” a word that in New Testament times was a near equivalent to the word “slave.”  However, this word as used in the New Testament seems more related to our attitude toward God in terms of our loyalty or obedience than to our vital standing with God.  For example, notice the balance that Paul applies to the term in the following passage, along with his specific application of the word to a man’s calling and service, not to his essential relationship with God.
Let every man abide in the same calling wherein he was called. Art thou called being a servant? care not for it: but if thou mayest be made free, use it rather. For he that is called in the Lord, being a servant, is the Lord’s freeman: likewise also he that is called, being free, is Christ’s servant. Ye are bought with a price; be not ye the servants of men. Brethren, let every man, wherein he is called, therein abide with God. (1 Corinthians 7:20-24) 

According to Paul in this lesson, the term “servant” should be applied to our calling and our service to God.  Simply stated, Paul rejects the dominant self-serving notion in our contemporary Christian culture that every Christian has a divine “right” to do anything he/she pleases so long as he/she does it sincerely.  Any professing Christian who attempts to follow this idolatrous path should carefully consider that the Old Testament Book of Judges closes with an insightful commentary that summarizes the dreadful record of the whole book in one verse.
In those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes. (Judges 21:25)
If we want to “do our own thing” and claim to be Christians, we need to understand that our self-serving, self-defined, and self-centered version of “Christianity” will produce precisely the same abominable results that we read repeatedly in the Book of Judges.  

Biblical Christianity is not about every person doing what he/she wants to do, but about our coming to terms with the fact that, in terms of our role as disciples of Jesus, we are servants, not lords!  


Paul insightfully reminds us in First Corinthians 7:20-24 that our only true freedom comes when we view ourselves and our service to God in the role of a servant, not a master.  Only to the extent to which we regard ourselves as our Lord’s apprentices and servants do we find the true freedom of Biblical Christianity.  


Neither this passage nor any other passage where the term “servant” is used to describe a faithful disciple—justifies the attitude in us that we are nothing more than incarcerated criminals in a benevolent jail!  


A simple question; is it correct either factually or theologically (There is no difference.) for us to regard ourselves or any regenerate elect person to be “totally depraved” after God’s incredible work of regeneration?  Given the many passages that clearly affirm and even describe the profound change that regeneration makes in the individual, it is both factually errant and bad theology for us to regard any regenerate elect as “totally depraved.”  The regenerate elect who believes himself/herself to be yet totally depraved is quite likely in the end to embrace conduct that honors depravity more than God; “…as he thinketh in his heart….”  


Any concept of the new birth that fails to give proper regard to the specific impact of divine grace on the individual’s personal character builds on errant theology and false interpretations of Biblical truth.  A number of errant views deny the divine impact of saving grace on the individual.


The fundamental error of these ideas lies in their failure to regard the integration of God’s work in regeneration—its impact on the individual.  Both errors must build their basis on the idea that a regenerate elect consists of two separate and wholly segregated individuals living in one body.  Contrary to this notion, Scripture affirms that in regeneration God puts “…my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts….”  (Jeremiah 31:33 and context)  God did not state that He would merely put His law in their bodies as an autonomous component, but He rather said that He would put His law “in” (I put this word in bold type in the quote for emphasis.) something already existent in them.  
God does not write His law in our inward parts and in our hearts and leave us unchanged by that work.   
This passage confronts and refutes the notion that the Spirit of God dwells temporarily and without impact in a regenerate elect.  Rather at regeneration He dwells permanently in us, and that permanent indwelling alters our conscience (specifically affirmed by Paul in Romans 2:15 and context, along with Romans 8:16).  God’s work of grace in His elect at regeneration doesn’t merely add a second “man” to the existing person.  It rather produces a “new creature” whose nature is effectively changed.  The work of grace does not remove all appetite for sin, or all sinful activities from the regenerate elect, but it distinctly does far more than add an autonomous personality to the existing person.  Paul affirms that the same grace of God that saves a person also teaches that person, a clear affirmation of the new covenant mentioned by Jeremiah in the above reference. (See also Titus 2:11-15; the same grace of God that saves also teaches us.).

So how does Paul instruct us to regard ourselves?  Are we to view ourselves as useless and worthless worms or incarcerated criminals?  If so where do we integrate the Biblical teaching on repentance and life-transformation into our lives?  Are we to view ourselves as totally depraved hollow shells, only capable of doing good when God chooses to temporarily send the Holy Spirit to indwell us and orchestrate good deeds in us for a season?  Or are we to regard ourselves as being dead to sin and alive to God through our Lord Jesus Christ?  Our ability to so regard ourselves in this manner Paul specifically relates to the Lord Jesus Christ, not to our personal merit.  However, Paul clearly intended for us to alter our life conduct based on this exhortation.

The word translated “reckon” was used in first century culture in reference to accounting or similar business activities.  When I first studied accounting in my youth, it was not uncommon for old accountants to refer to their monthly task of posting and balancing their ledgers as “reckoning up the books.”  This word refers to a fact that we should consciously embrace and “post to the ledger” of our minds, a perpetual way of thinking that requires a permanent attitude both toward God and toward ourselves.  An accountant who posts a fictitious entry to his ledger is guilty of fraud.  An accountant who fails to post a relevant transaction to his ledger is guilty of unprofessional neglect.  If our view of ourselves were to be measured by this word, would we find ourselves guilty either of fraud or of unprofessional neglect?  May we embrace and “post to the ledger” of our minds and lives the profound and life-changing truth of Paul in this passage.  It will change the way we live!  
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