Life With God

Study Eleven:  Cultivating our Character

Introduction:  We have discussed the powerful influence our thoughts and feelings have on our actions.  But our thoughts and feelings cannot explain all of our actions.  Have you ever said “I wasn’t thinking?”  Our choices flow from more than a combination of those two aspects alone.  In this study we are going to consider the issue of our character.  

Begin by sharing your responses to the exercises from the last study: 

Exercises from Study 10

1. Journal two or three emotions a day for a week.  Be specific.
2. If anger is a common emotion for you, you may want to do the longer anger study available at the Welcome Table.  It goes into more depth on that particular emotion.  

3. Pray a short prayer of examen each day for a week. Sit for a few moments of silence after praying it.  
1. In Martin Luther King's famous “I have a dream” speech, he spoke of a time when his children would be judged by the content of their character rather than the color of their skin.  In the context of this speech, what do you think “character” means?
2. In the NASB version Hebrews 13:5 reads:

Let your character be free from the love of money, being content with what you have; for He Himself has said, "I WILL NEVER DESERT YOU, NOR WILL I EVER FORSAKE YOU,"
What do you think character means in this context?  What would this look like in your life?

3. Read Ephesians 4: 1.   What is our calling?  What does it mean to walk in a manner “worthy” of our calling?
4. Read Hebrews 12: 1-2.  What are the encumbrances that keep us from running the race?  What does it mean to “fix our eyes on Jesus”?
5. Read Luke 6: 43 – 45.  What does it mean to be a “good tree?”  How does one become a “good tree?”

6. Read this quote from an article by Dallas Willard.  How does he define character?  How does he connect the ideas in the verses used in the previous three questions? 
To fulfill the high calling which God has placed upon us in creating us and redeeming us, we must have the right inner substance or character. We must come to grips with who we really are, inside and out. For we will do what we are. So we will need to become the kind of people who routinely and easily walk in the goodness and power of Jesus our Master. For this, a process of "spiritual formation"—really, transformation—is required. 
Quoted from <http://www.dwillard.org/articles/artview.asp?artID=119> 
7. What do you think Willard means by the statement “For we will do what we are.”  
8. What produces change in our lives according to these verses? 

Romans 5: 3, 4

James 1: 3, 4

Romans 12: 2
What additional verses would you add to these?
9. Consider this definition of character.  Would you agree with it?  If not, how would you change it?  Experiment with your own definitions.  
Character is what you “will” to do without much thought or effort. 
(Explanation:  If you have to try really, really hard not to do something then doing that “something” is probably in your character, and not doing it is probably not in your character yet.  The opposite is true: if you have to expend a lot of effort to be willing to do something, it isn't completely in your character yet.  Example:  If you will lie without thinking much about it, then truthfulness is not a character trait. If you almost never lie, and break out in a sweat if you try to lie, than truthfulness is probably a part of your character.) 
Summary:  Character is really about a track record.  Our character is the result of the kinds of choices we have made over our lifetime.  As Christians the presence of God’s Spirit adds another huge aspect.  Every person, even those who don’t know Jesus has some type of character.  It is formed in us.  It is clear that we are to be concerned about what kind of character is formed.  The New Testament writers referred to it with different terms: way of life, manner of life and character.  It isn’t so much about changing our behavior but the pattern of our behavior that flows from who we are.  This is obviously not a weekend project. Nor is it something we can do without God’s work in us.  Over the rest of the series we will be considering different aspects of our lives.  But as we think about them, our ultimate goal will be heart change or character change, not just changing a few actions.    

 

 
Practical Exercises: 

1. Read this article by Dallas Willard.  http://www.dwillard.org/articles/artview.asp?artID=105
2. Meditate on a few of the verses from this study.  Journal your thoughts about them.

3. Review the previous three studies.  (Intimacy with Jesus, Thoughts, Feelings) What is the Lord leading you to do from these studies?
