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1 knew I had a problem when I could barely force my car door open—
the car had tilted over that far. Intent on looking at a new house. I had
driven off the side of the road, and my car had become embedded up to
the axle in soft mud. It took the winch on a tow truck to extricate my car
from its predicament.

Christians face a similar predicament as they strive to “take captive
every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5,
NIV). Our minds are stuck in a rut, a pattern of thinking that is
antagonistic to the will of God. Successful Christian living depends on
our getting out of that rut and establishing another, one that is charac-
terized by biblical values and ways of thinking. It is this need that Paul
expresses in perhaps the most famous of all New Testament texts
about the Christian mind, Romans 12:2 (quoted here in the forceful
paraphrase by J. B. Phillips): “Don’t let the world around you squeeze
you into its own mold, but let God remold your minds from within, so
that you may prove in practice that the plan of God for you is good,
meets all his demands and moves toward the goal of true maturity.”

But it is significant that Paul does not stop there. He goes on to speak
of the purpose of the renewal of the mind: “to test and approve what
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God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (NIV). What does it
mean to test or approve the will of God? John Murray offers this fine
explanation: It means

to discover, to find out or learn by experience what the will of God is. It is
a will that will never fail or be found wanting. If life is aimless, stagnant,
fruitless, lacking in content, it is because we are not entering by experience
into the richness of God’s will. The commandment of Ged is exceedingly
broad. There is not a moment of life that the will of God does not command,
no circumstance that it does not fill with meaning if we are responsive to
the fullness of his revealed counsel for us.!

The renewal of the mind should lead to the practice of God’s will in all
areas of life, .

What does the New Testament have to say about the application of
the mind to day-to-day living? Are there guidelines for the Christian to
follow as he grapples with the challenges of a complex world? And how
can he actually go about putting the renewed mind to work? Those and
other questions provide the agenda for this essay.

(GUIDELINES FOR THE RENEWED MIND

The first question to be asked is this: What guidelines are there to
help us in determining what it is we are to do? It is often suggested that
the leading of the renewed mind itself is sufficient; that Christians
need nothing more than the internal witness of the indwelling Spirit to
direct their thoughts and actions. Certainly the New Testament strongly
emphasizes the role of the Holy Spirit in directing the steps of the
believer. Jesus promised that he would send “the Counselor, the Holy
Spirit” to “teach you all things” (John 14:25-26, NIV). And Paul says
to the Galatians: “Live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the
desires of your sinful nature” (Gal. 5:16, NIV). But it is important to
recognize that the New Testament does not stop there. In the same
passage in which He promised the gift of the Spirit, Jesus also told his
disciples: “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one
who loves me” (John 14:21, NIV). And Paul, the great apostle of
freedom in the Spirit, reminded the wayward Corinthians that “keeping
God’s commands is what counts” (1 Cor. 7:19, NIV). In fact, in the
New Testament the internal, remewing work of the Holy Spirit is
stressed side-by-side with a constant concern for obedience to external
commands. As people who have been redeemed but not yet glorified,

1. The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 2:115.
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Christians need both. As powerful as is the Spirit, He indwells people
who still possess sinful natures. Reliance on the Spirit alone, with no
external guidelines, quickly leads to an enthronement of the individual
ego. I do what I do because it seems good to me—ignoring the fact that
I do not have perfect knowledge of God. No one saw the imperfect
nature of the Christian more clearly than did Luther. He called the
believer one who is “at the same time justified and a sinner” And
because of that, he forcefully proclaimed the Christian’s continuing
need for external guidance.

So the Christian is guided, in this practical outworking of the
Christian mind, by commands. But what commands?. This is not the
place to deal with such a thorny issue in any detail. Suffice to say that
the New Testament focuses on the commands given by Jesus and
repeated and explained by the apostles. As his last charge, Jesus
commanded his disciples to teach baptized converts “to obey every-
thing I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:20, NIV; emphasis added).
Throughout his ministry, Jesus authoritatively taught his disciples the
will of God. And although believers today must be careful not to apply
to themselves what Jesus meant only for those first disciples, the
teaching of Jesus gives to Christians a rich store of commands for daily
life. Paul himself referred to the teaching of Jesus in giving guidance to
his churches (see 1 Cor. 7:10; 9:14). More often, however, Paul advised
his churches on the basis of his own apostolic authority. Those com-
mands can furnish the individual believer as well with concrete guide-
lines for the direction of the Christian mind. Throughout the New
Testament, we see a similar situation. The inspired authors issued
commands to their first century hearers, commands that have been
preserved for us as a rich, variegated source for guidance. Again, not
everything they said can be directly applied to the present circumstances:
situations change and some of the New Testament authors’ advice was
intended only for their own situations. But judicious application of
good principles of interpretation (hermeneutics) will usually enable the
reader to distinguish clearly what was intended only for the first
century and what was intended as timeless advice to Christians every-
where, at any time.

All this is very well, it might be objected, but doesn’t Paul himself
say that Christians “are not under law, but under grace” (Rom. 6:14)?
Isn’t it trying to put Christians back under the law to say that they
must obey specific commands? It is true that Paul proclaimed Chris-
tians to be free from the law. But what law was he referring to? Even a
casual reading of Paul’s letters shows that usually he used this word
law to refer to the Mosaic law, that particular body of commands given










































