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“Does How We Think Really Matter?”
Psalm 135:13-18; Philippians 4:4-8 July 20, 2014

With the opening sentence of his great Christian Classic, The 
Knowledge of the Holy, theologian A. W. Tozer writes:

“What comes into our minds when we think about God is the 
most important thing about us.”

Perhaps this idea is what Paul is trying to address in his writings to 
the Philippians.  In this letter of encouragement, Paul is instructing 
this young church on how to strengthen their faith.  Basically, what 
Paul is telling the faithful at Philippi can be distilled to…

Don’t be anxious, 
Rejoice in and trust the Lord, and
Direct your thoughts to that which is Godly and life-giving.

Paul is not speaking as some naïve, idealistic, optimistic, stress-free 
person, who is living the easy life.  As Paul is writing to the church 
at Philippi, he most likely is sitting in a jail cell, his teachings are 
being challenged by his competitors, and he is tired and worn down 
by 20 years of traveling and ministry.  Paul is a man facing difficult 
circumstances, and yet he recognizes the importance of how we think 
and where we place our hopes and faith.

Perhaps the biggest and most consistent challenge we face in life is 
the constant drumbeat of anxiety and fear in our culture.  If we let it, 
anxiety can be our constant companion and can weaken our faith and 
fill us with dread, doubt, and depression.  Anxiety is also infectious and 
we can easily give it to one another.  Paul is suggesting that if we don’t 
direct our thoughts in positive ways, we are vulnerable to the news of 
the day.  Our concerns will be focused on our well-being, but instead 
of helping us avoid a “Near-Death” experience, our anxieties reduce 
and diminish us into having a “Near-Life” experience, rather than the 
“Abundant Life” that Jesus calls us to enjoy.  Anxiety robs us of our 
life force and the Peace of Christ, which surpasses all understanding.

Perhaps Paul is remembering the words of Proverbs 4:23 which 
states, “Be careful how you think; your life is shaped by your thoughts.”

One of the most important steps we can take to follow Paul’s 
instruction is to be mindful of our self-talk.  Studies indicate most 
people speak at a rate of 150-200 words per minute, but our internal 
dialogue is over six times faster at roughly 1,300 words per minute.  
That’s not a problem, if our thoughts are mostly positive and upbeat.  
But if our thoughts are mostly negative and self-defeating, our self-
talk becomes like a pounding wave of pessimism, guilt and shame, and 
can leave us feeling depressed and disheartened.  We can be our own 
worst critics and feel distant from God and others.  So how would you 
describe your self-talk?  Is it encouraging and life-giving or would you 
be insulted if anyone else spoke to you the way you speak to yourself?

But beyond how we speak to ourselves, A.W. Tozer and Paul 
know that how we think about and speak to God is also crucial to our 
well-being.  Paul wants us to rejoice in the Lord and trust Him.  He 
encourages us to be in relationship to God through our rejoicing and 
our prayer.  Sometimes our gratitude and praise is easy, but sometimes 
we are angry with God or we see God as unloving and withholding.

So let us return to A.W. Tozer’s statement and ask, “What does 

come to mind when you think about God?”  What are the attributes, 
qualities and characteristics of God that most influence you in your 
daily life and help shape your beliefs about God?  If we are encouraged 
to rejoice in God and trust God, does your image and understanding 
of God help you or stand in your way?

Do you think of God as loving, generous and gracious?  
Maybe you think of God as distant, aloof, and uncaring…
Maybe you see God as jealous and angry…
Is your God personal and involved or abstract and unknown?
Chances are it’s a little bit of some or all of these ideas…
To come at this in a different way, what picture or images come to 

mind when you think of God?  Just this week, one of our members 
sent me a Facebook picture of a little Lego character made by her 
three-year old.  The figure was an Old Man with a long, white Beard 
and as he presented it to her, he proclaimed, “Its God!”  Even as young 
children, we begin to form images and ideas about the appearance 
and nature of God.  

So is your image of God like this little guy, where God is an old, 
white man with a long white beard sitting on a throne?  

Or is your God a large, black, friendly, good-humored woman, who 
laughs easily as portrayed in William P. Young’s Book, The Shack.

Maybe you have a different image of God that moves you.  
Imbedded in Tozer’s statement, is the dynamic that God has given 
us the ability to decide what we believe about God and that what 
we decide has a great impact upon who we become and how we live!

So what do people generally believe about God?  In his book, The 
God-Shaped Brain: How Changing Your View of God Transforms 
Your Life, psychiatrist Dr. Timothy Jennings cites a 2006 Baylor 
University study which reveals that only 23% of all Americans believe 
in a loving, gracious, involved, caring God. (I find this startling and 
tragic)  Another 32% of Americans view God as authoritarian.  
Another 16% view God as critical and 24% view God as distant.  The 
remaining 5% of Americans claim to be atheist.  Many in the survey 
described God as like a policeman in the sky who is watching for us 
to make mistakes.  How do these authoritarian, distant and critical 
views of God impact the people that hold these views?  Dr. Jennings 
goes on to state:

“There are many beliefs about God and we have power over what 
we believe, but then what we believe holds power over us!”

Dr. Jennings is offering us a cautionary note, as he makes the case 
that “How We Think Really Does Matter.”  

This is why Paul is echoing the teachings of Jesus when he 
proclaimed “Don’t be anxious.”  Jesus and Paul both knew that 
anxiety and fear rob us of life and peace.  They understood that what 
we believe and how we direct our thoughts have a great impact on 
our faith and attitudes in life and whether we know the peace and 
abundant life that our faith offers.  

But why do we struggle so with anxiety and fear?  Why is it so 
important how we think about God and direct our thoughts?

 Dr. David A. Chaddock
CenterPoint Counseling Executive Director



7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

Now we enter into the brave new world of Brain Science and a 
new emerging discipline knows as Neuro-Theology.  With all the 
advances in medical science in the last 30 years, we can now examine 
the workings of the brain, which until now have largely been the 
domain of poets, theologians and philosophers.  As we gain new 
wisdom through Brain Science, we see even more the importance of 
Paul’s words to us today.

In the early 80’s, neurologist Dr. Paul MacLean of the National 
Institute of Health proposed an interesting new understanding of 
the human brain.  While it is a great simplification of perhaps the 
most complex organism in the universe, Dr. MacLean puts forward 
the idea that we have NOT ONE, but THREE brains, which 
function in relationship as one…a sort of Trinity if you will, which 
he calls the Triune Brain.  These three different brains have different 
roles and functions in our lives and while they communicate with 
each other, they each have a profound and different influence on 
how we live and manage our lives.

Deep in the center of our brain is the first brain, which MacLean 
identifies as the Reptilian Brain.  It seems to have one prime directive, 
which is our survival and safety, above all else.  According to Brain 
Science, our brains are wired to focus on safety and self-preservation 
first.  No wonder we get anxious.  Brain Science tells us that this part 
of the brain is very strong and will simply take over and activate our 
Fight or Flight Response, whenever we feel startled, threatened or 
believe we are under physical or psychological attack.  When this 
brain takes over, our mindset and attitude can change in dramatic 
ways and we become rigid and obsessive in our thinking; paranoid and 
fearful in our thoughts; tribal and territorial in our relating; and more 
defensive in our nature.  In this mindset, love, care and compassion 
are replaced with aggression, revenge and self-preservation.

In life we have learned that we must overcome and manage this 
mindset whenever we become fearful of others, encounter that 
annoying person at work, have a fight with a loved one or get cut-
off in traffic or we may react in aggressive and brutal ways.  We see 
this Reptilian mindset in the news all the time.  We reflexively and 
instinctively move to a self-protective, combative state of mind 
and develop an “Us against Them” attitude.  If we get stuck in this 
mindset for very long, it can leads to the destruction of marriages, 
families, churches and communities.  While we might feel justified 
and passionate in our thinking, it is in this mindset that we become 
“Divorced” from one another in our marriages, families churches 
and the communities.  While this part of our brain is God-given 
and is helpful for survival at times, it is also this mindset that has 
led to most of the destructive and sinful actions that have occurred 
throughout human history.

Perhaps this is why Jesus and Paul tell us, “Don’t be anxious” and 
instead encourage us to stay focused on that which gives us hope 
and life and inspiration.  Left to our own reflexive impulses, we can 
become pretty rigid, fearful and destructive.  No wonder Paul wants 
us to focus on what is honorable, pure and pleasing.

Wrapped around this Reptilian brain is the Mammalian Brain, 
which is where we find the emotion centers of the brain.  In this 
brain, we encode the positive and negative experiences of life and 
the associated feelings.  It is this brain that enables us to connect 
in social bonding; form meaningful attachments; engage in intimate 
relationships; and helps us feel closer to God.  It is here that we 
develop empathy, compassion and affection and learn how to 
communicate these ideas to one another.  

Unfortunately, if we had a difficult childhood or have experienced 

profound traumas, we may develop feelings of guilt, shame, 
resentment or hatred that can then fuel our Reptilian responses and 
cause us to react to others in harsh and unkind ways.

Paul encourages us to be gentle with each other, which leads to 
a spirit of hospitality, care and encouragement.  As we do, we help 
each other and the people we meet build-up a positive bank of loving 
experiences.  This bank of good thoughts and experiences helps us 
manage and override our fears and quiets our Reptilian responses.  
When we offer a helping hand, hold fast to what is good, show 
respect and honor to those around us and help them experience 
hospitality in life, we give each other resources to help quiet the 
fear-based security oriented mind and we improve our relationships, 
marriages, families and communities.  A simple experience of good 
or poor customer service can quickly reveal how powerful these 
caring transactions can be.  They can encourage and lift our spirits or 
they can reduce us to a Reptilian Mindset.

Our third brain is our Thinking Brain, which sits atop the other 
two, and is the one we hear the most about these days.  The Neo-
Cortex, the Right and Left Hemisphere, and the Pre-Frontal Cortex 
are becoming more familiar terms to us these days.  It is here, that we 
engage in deliberate thought, dream dreams, analyze challenges and 
facts, engage in problem-solving and establish goals as we live into 
the grand ideals of our faith.

It is our Thinking brain that Paul wants us to strengthen by 
thinking and meditate on the attributes of God.  He wants us to love 
God, our neighbor and even consider loving our enemies.  Imagine 
what the Reptilian Brain thinks of the idea of loving our enemies.  
This is why we sometime feel conflicted in our faith life and struggle 
at times with anxiety and forgiveness.  From our Thinking Brain we 
remember the grand ideals of loving God and neighbor and from 
our Reptilian Brain, we remember the hurt they caused and we want 
to protect against further harm.

But with the help of the Holy Spirit, our creative brain can unleash 
our imagination and help us to discover news ways to understand 
God and manage our lives.  With God’s guidance, we can discipline 
our thoughts and use our resources to discover new ways to feed the 
hungry, care for the sick, help the homeless, visit the imprisoned and 
show honor and respect to our families, neighbor and ourselves.

If we are passive in our thoughts, our minds are receptive to the 
news and negativity of the day.  Like the song we hear when the 
alarm goes off in the morning, it plays in our head all day making us 
anxious and afraid.

So now we see why Paul wants us to focus on what is Honorable, 
Just, Pure and Praise-worthy.  We see as well, why Tozer feels it is 
important how we think about God.  It does matter how we think 
and where we direct our thoughts. Rather than living as Reptilian 
Christians that speak of Jesus, but often appear judging, unkind and 
critical of each other and the world, we are to be transformed into 
the Peace, Maturity and Graciousness of Christ.  In Chapter 12 of 
Paul’s Letter to the Romans, he wants us to “Be Transformed by the 
Renewing of Our Minds”, and in so doing we will know and live 
into the Will of God, which is Good and Pleasing and Perfect.

In our Philippians passage today, Paul encourages us to Not Be 
Anxious, to Rejoice and Trust in God and Focus our thoughts on 
that which is Life-Giving.  Let us heed Paul’s encouraging words.  
Let us Rejoice in the Lord, give-up our anxieties and fears and direct 
our thoughts to what is true and honorable; just and pure.  Let 
us think about whatever is pleasing, commendable and worthy of 
praise, for when we do, we put on the Mind of Christ.  Amen.


