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chapter 5

how we view behavior divides us

The Game: The Devil Made Me Do It

Perhaps the most baffling question lingering from the shooting at Columbine High in Littleton, Colorado, is why these boys chose to do what they did, killing and maiming so many people.  Some blame the Internet, some the entertainment industry, some the video games, some the National Rifle Association, some the parents of the shooters, and on and on.  Under the surface of the blame game is the basic philosophy that the shooters were products of their environment.  If we could somehow change the environment, we would do away with these acts of violence.

I call this game “The Devil made me do it,” not because people believe in a real devil and blame him, but because they are simply seeking a scapegoat.  Another name for this game is Behaviorism.  It is a belief system that places much of the blame for the destructive behavior today on the environment or on genetic makeup.  Behaviorism as a philosophy divides us because it teaches that individuals are not morally responsible for their behavior.  Yet accepting responsibility for one’s actions is the very thing needed for healthy relationships in society.

Behaviorism is “a movement in psychology that advocates the use of strict experimental procedures to study observable behavior (or responses) in relation to the environment (or stimuli).”
  Behaviorism seeks to discover why people behave the way they do.  In its simplest form it seeks to examine through observation the cause and effect of behavior and then to draw conclusions that can be used to alter that behavior.

I call it a game because, on the one hand, behaviorists have become adept at controlling human behavior.  To see how effective behaviorism is we need to consider the advertising industry today and its to sell almost anything.  This ability comes from conclusions drawn by behaviorist who study human behavior.  On the other hand, behaviorist are quick to deny that they are to blame for the destructive behavior stemming from the products sold using methods devised by the techniques they have developed.  Behaviorism is more than mere scientific study of human behavior.  It has become a philosophy because it is based upon some basic presuppositions that do not belong in the field of scientific investigation, presuppositions such as morality that cannot be put into a test tube and measured.

Rules of the Game

One of the most powerful tools in the hands of behaviorists in the past forty years has been the television.  As technology moved from a tiny black and white screen with a grainy image to the large living-color images today, the subject matter moved from simple programs promoting virtue and the better life to sex, violence, and every form of debauchery imaginable.  A standard format for prime-time viewing is the sitcom in which every deviant behavior is presented as normal and anything virtuous is mocked.  Even when a viewer is selective in the programs he watches, the programming is interrupted with juicy tidbits of decadence under the guise of commercials advertising one product or another.

Other forms of technology are catching up to the television and even merging with it such as satellite technology, the computer, virtual reality video games, and the Internet.  There is no end to what can be done to motivate and manipulate a society of consumers drunk on every kind of voyeurism and seductive behavior.  This is all served up as free speech, entertainment, and artistic creativity.  How effective are the techniques learned from the study of human behavior?  Observe the sale of toys at Christmas time.  Observe the dress and behavior of youth on the school grounds.  Someone is very good at controlling human behavior by creating a desire for the latest fad.

Any time there is an outcry that television, movies, and computers have become the purveyors of much of what is wrong in society, they are defended as expressions of art and free speech protected by first amendment rights.  Adults and children alike defend their right to watch and/or portray any human activity no matter how degrading and damaging to society.  Some argue that this is harmless expression of human freedom.  Yet those who produce and market this material pay millions of dollars a minute simply for the privilege of hocking their wares at times when they know millions of people will be watching.  If they did not believe in the effectiveness of Behaviorism, they would not be spending so much money using these methods to market their product.

Not all marketing is harmful.  In fact the life style of Americans coveted and copied by the rest of the world would be impossible without the effectiveness of behavioral psychology.  Capitalism and the free-market society depend upon Behaviorism to create the desire to buy the products that keep the economy moving by keeping the consumers consuming.  Even the Christian community utilizes principles of behavioral psychology to market the gospel.  Behaviorism has become so pervasive in everyday life that it is difficult to tell whether the behavior observed is caused by naturally occurring environmental factors or by artificial factors created by behavioral psychologists themselves and injected into the environment.

In this regard, society has become schizophrenic with reference to human behavior.  When there is a product to sell or a profit to be made, marketers run to the behaviorists to find out how to package the product in order to entice the consumer to buy it.  On the other hand, when a product, such as a violent video game or a movie, is suggested as a contributing factor to antisocial behavior, the same marketers who packaged the product for sale deny any culpability in the cause of the antisocial behavior.  It seems that as long as there is a profit to be made, Behaviorism is a valid philosophy.  However, the moment Behaviorism is accused of being part of the problem, behaviorists refuse to accept any of the blame.

The Development of Behaviorism as a Philosophy

Behaviorism is a recent philosophy.  By recent I mean within the last one hundred and fifty years.  Its rise parallels the rise of psychology in western culture.  To understand Behaviorism as a philosophy we need to understand its development from its origin as a division of Psychology called Behavioral Psychology.  Psychology is a study of the soul.  The name comes from the Greek word psuche transliterated into the English with the suffix 
“-ology” meaning “a study of.”  Some Christians reject psychology as a valid discipline.  Some even see it as evil.  However, in its simplest form it is merely a study of the human soul.

Usually when Christians think of soul they think of the immaterial part of man that continues after physical death.  When we study the development of the concept in the Bible from the standpoint of the progress of revelation we see that this meaning is not found in the Old Testament but was added in the New Testament.  Much confusion has arisen from the failure to see the development of the concept of psuche from its Old Testament roots in the use of the Hebrew term nepes.

Time and space do not allow for a full discussion of psuche here.  However, Lawrence O. Richards provides a succinct explanation which help us to understand the connection between the Biblical concept of soul and its use in the discipline of psychology:

“Soul” in the OT, then, does not indicate some immaterial part of human beings that continues after death.  Nepes essentially means life as it is uniquely experienced by personal beings.  Each human being is unique and precious.  Nepes also implies that the meaning of human life cannot be summed up in what happens to the physical body.  One can be rich or poor, have success or failure, and live in times of peace or war.  But what makes us unique is our rich inner life, virtually interacting with and shaping external circumstances by our drives, will, and emotions.

This view of soul is consistent with many New Testament occurrences of the Greek term, psuche.  One reference in the New Testament that underscores this meaning of soul is found in John 10:11 where Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd; the good shepherd lays down His life (psuche) for the sheep.”  Jesus did not simply give up His physical body to death at the end of His life.  He gave up for a season the privileges and benefits which He possessed as God from eternity past to come to earth and take on the form of a man.

Another reference demonstrating this important correlation between “soul” and “life” is John 12:25.  “He who loves his life (psuche) loses it, and he who hates his life (psuche) in this world will keep it to life (zoe) eternal.”
  From this we see that Larry Richardson’s explanation of psuche above is an accurate clarifification of this association between the biblical concept of soul and the meaning of the term psychology.

The underlining assumption of psychology is that one can observe the soul by observing the actions of the person.  Such observations would give the observer a picture of the person’s motives, attitudes, and desires.  This assumption is consistent with several statements in the New Testament.  One such passage is found in Matthew Chapter 7:

You will know them by their fruits. Grapes are not gathered from thorn {bushes} nor figs from thistles, are they?  So every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit.  A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree produce good fruit.

However, when a philosophy is based upon false presuppositions, its conclusions regarding life and existence are false.  In the above quote, if good fruit is called bad and bad fruit good, then the ultimate conclusions regarding the tree will be false.  This is exactly why the philosophy of behaviorism false.

False Presuppositions of Behaviorism

The picture gleaned by behavioral psychologists formed by observing human behavior may or may not be accurate.  Its accuracy would depend upon the actual correlation between the behavior and the motives of the individual.  Its accuracy would also depend upon the skill of the observer.  However, the greatest weakness of behavioral psychology as a disciplined study of the human soul is the false presuppositions regarding the soul so prevalent today.
Behaviorism began as a blending of physiology and psychology.  One of first proponents Behaviorism was the American psychologist John B. Watson who was influenced by the Russian physiologists Ivan P. Pavlov and Vladimir M. Bekhterev.  These two individuals are noted for their studies in the conditioning of animals.  Also influencing Behaviorism is the rise of humanism, with its rejection of God and the supernatural.  Another influence is the wide acceptance of evolution with its view of man as simply another species in the animal kingdom.
The merging of physiology and psychology into Behaviorism was based on the premise that humans would behave the same way as animals given the right external stimulus.  One early researcher was B. F. Skinner who was known for his experiments on animals and humans.  One popular experiment during World War II was the training of pigeons to peck at the crosshairs of a bombsight when a visual connection was made between the picture of the bombsight and food dropping into its cage.  This branch of psychology became known as Stimulus-Response Psychology or Behavioral Psychology.

Behaviorism as a philosophy governs the thinking in almost every facet of society from the public school system, to the work place, to the market place, to entertainment.  One of the common practices of behaviorists today is called behavior modification where an attempt is made to change the behavior of individuals by changing some elements in their environment.

Abraham Maslow and the Hierarchy of Needs

One of the best known of the behavioral psychologists was Abraham Harold Maslow, a leading exponent of humanistic psychology.  He believed that too much emphasis in psychology was directed toward aberrant behavior and the modification of such behavior.  Instead, he chose to spend his time focusing on human motivation.  It is his teaching on motivation that most influences society today.

Maslow devised the theory called “The Hierarchy of Needs.”  In this theory he posited seven categories of needs and then ranked the categories in ascending order from the lowest to the highest with the lowest being the greater need.  He theorized that the greater needs, he called them prepotent needs, lower on the list must to be met before the lesser needs higher on the list could be addressed.  Meeting the greater needs below and then moving up the list, he theorized, could induce human motivation.  Conversely, a need further up the scale could not be addressed until a lower or more prepotent need had been met.

How prevalent this theory has become today is seen in a reference to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs presented in a manual used to train electrical apprentices who are studying to be journeymen electricians.  In the introductory information for the lesson titled, “Orientation Keys to Success—Motivation and Leadership” the student is instructed:

This lesson will lead the student through a study of why people behave and react the way that they do.  The nature of your chosen career will bring you into contact with many people with whom you must work.  The ability to work with others in harmony while being productive is an important factor to you and your employer.  Knowing about the levels of human needs and basic theories of motivation and leadership will make you more valuable to yourself, your employer and your industry.

The writers of this lesson plan then go on to diagram Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  In their diagram the most prepotent needs, those that take priority over other needs, are “The need for food, shelter, sleep, sex, clothing, water.”
  We will come back to this definition of the basic foundational need in the next section on love.  However, it is important to recognize here the implications of such a statement.  Basically this theory says that this basic category of needs must be met before a person will be motivated to seek fulfillment of the needs at the next higher level.  In Maslow’s hierarchy the next level would be safety needs or, according to the apprenticeship manual, “The need for ordered existence and a secure future.”

The manual goes on to explain that other behaviorists have suggested their own list of hierarchical needs.  However, the basic philosophy, that behavior and motivation can be predetermined by manipulating the environment, is the underlining premise of all of these theories and a basic presumption of this training manual.

This example of how prevalent Behaviorism has become as a philosophy of life is very important.  It is the basic philosophy of much of public education.  It is the philosophy behind many laws and government regulations.  The judicial system, including the penal system, resorts to Behaviorism for its judgments and subsequent sentencing.

I was first introduced to the concept of the hierarchy of needs as a new Christian in college while studying for a degree in education.  This theory, which was presented as irrefutable fact at the time, implied to me that much of my sinful behavior, which I sincerely wanted to overcome, was the result of environmental factors. My physical appetites were preprogrammed and no matter how hard I tried, I would not be able to move up the scale of hierarchy until those appetites were satisfied.  The behavioral psychologist was telling me my behavior was not fully under my control because it was motivated by forces beyond my control.  This was not good news to me because it meant that there was little hope of overcoming some very bad habits I had developed early in my life.

Since then behaviorists have moderated their philosophy somewhat.  In all fairness to the apprenticeship manual referred to above, the writer notes the dilemma Maslow’s theory presents since it does not prove to be correct in practice.  The writer continues:

So, all you have to do to motivate a person is to look at their needs!  Not exactly.  The difficulty with Maslow’s hierarchy is that you cannot use the hierarchy to predict a person’s behavior.  The starving sculptor will freeze in a lonely studio and go without food in order to complete a piece of sculpture.  His priority need is esteem or self-fulfillment and not the more basic needs.  The “independent”
 is another example.  A journeyman that holds on to a work method in defiance of everyone else in the crew is a worker whose need for self-esteem has a priority over social need.  He/she is more concerned about ego and self-image than belonging to the majority.
 (Italics mine)
“Independent” here would be the non-union contractor who refuses to abide by the same motivating forces of a union worker.  The dilemma of this decidedly union-minded writer is that he is unable to use this theory to control someone who does not want to be controlled.  This is an admission that mankind is more complex than the behaviorists originally theorized.  What appears to be true in the animal kingdom is far less compelling when applied to humans.  However, we must not take comfort from this observation.  Notice the conclusion drawn from the fact that the “independent” cannot be motivated or controlled by simple manipulation of his environment.  Such a person is viewed as defiant, egotistical, with a wrong self-image in which he is unwilling to conform to the majority.

Behaviorism and Postmodernism

Here is where Behaviorism becomes very dangerous.  At first the purpose of studying human behavior was to simply find out why humans behaved the way they do.  Then the goal was to learn how to change behavior through changing the environment.  Then Behaviorism began to ascribe value to behavior seeking to curtail some behavior while encouraging other behavior.  At this point personal ethics and social mores enter into to the choice of which behavior to encourage and which to discourage.  Finally the behaviorist sits in judgment upon certain behavior as harmful to society while ascribing value to other behavior based upon the philosophical grid the behaviorist adopts.  It is easy to see then how the three-fold philosophies concerning knowledge, existence, and behavior merge to form a formidable tool for social change and/or a tool to prevent change in certain directions deemed inappropriate to the philosophers.

When postmodernists see people as cogs in a social machine who “are the product of their culture and only imagine they are self-governing…(that) there is no such thing as objective rationality (that is, reasons unaffected by bias),” they are taking Behaviorism to its next logical step.  The god of modernism is human thought.  The god of postmodernism is culture as determined by behaviorists.  Human behavior that does not conform to a predetermined pattern is not a virtue.  It is a threat to the societal fabric woven by decades of behaviorist thinking.

Concerning the transition taking place in current thought, Jim Leffel writes:

Modernism’s focus on the individual birthed Western democracy.  Humans, modernists declare, begin as autonomous, self-governed individuals in a sea of other individuals, each self-interested and consequently each a threat to the other.  Modernist political theorists argue that from the primal “state of nature” people come together(for reasons of individual self-interest.  They agree to voluntarily limit freedom for the sake of protection.  They assume that a person is first an individual, and becomes a social being by choice.  Society exists as the creation of individuals, and its ongoing existence is dependent on the consent of individuals, not vice versa.

Liberal democracy holds water only if humans are free to select between alternative actions.  Postmodern theorists, however, reject the idea that people freely reason and choose.  Human thought, in their view, can’t exist independent of our social environment.

We have already seen that Postmodernism is the logical outcome of both Gnosticism and Existentialism.  Now we see that it is also the logical outcome of Behaviorism.  Postmodernism is the merging of these three philosophies.

Maslow and other behaviorists are not totally wrong in their assessment of human behavior.  Nor are the Postmodernists who are building upon and transforming the landscape of Behaviorism.  Remember that all they are doing is observing human behavior and drawing certain conclusions.  What is faulty with their conclusions is not the habitual nature of human behavior but the correlation between cause and affect.  What they view as cause may not be the cause at all.  Most psychological studies are merely fallen man observing the behavior of fallen man.  The greatest danger to Behaviorism as a philosophy is that it removes personal responsibility from human behavior.

Winners and Losers

In the game of “The Devil Made Me Do It” there are really no winners.  There are only losers.  Society in general is the loser because society needs to be populated by responsible people.  Responsibility is necessary for society to function properly.  When we drive down the highway, we need to be able to expect that the other car coming toward us is driven by a responsible person who is concerned not only for his own survival but also for the good of others driving on the same highway.

As Behaviorism continues to spread throughout society throwing a blanket of protection and excuses over more and more antisocial behavior, society continues to breakdown.  More and more types of behavior are classified as the result of genetics or illness or simply an acceptable alternative life styles.  Addiction itself is viewed as the product of environmental factors rather than the product of irresponsible choices.

As individuals are led to believe that they cannot help being addicted to certain types of behavior, excusing their behavior leaves them more addicted.  The will to choose to act responsibly is lost resulting in further addictive behavior.  This increase in addictive behavior is viewed by Behaviorists as vindication of their conclusions.  However, they ignore the possibility that dissemination of their philosophy may be a major cause for the increase of addictive behavior.

It is no wonder that the postmodernists now preach that people are the product of their culture and only imagine they are self-governing.  It is the logical conclusion drawn from decades of trying to manipulate human behavior.  More and more antisocial behavior is the product of psychological conditioning.  Whole generations have been taught to believe that they have no power over their own behavior and that yielding to the forces of Behaviorism is the way to happiness and fulfillment.

As with philosophies regarding knowledge and existence, Christians are implicated in the fallout from this false view of behavior.  This implication comes in two forms.  First, Christians are implicated because many have denied any validity to psychology as a discipline and a resource for evaluating behavioral problems in society.  Simply recognizing certain behavior patterns does not make one a behaviorist.  We need to know what types of behavior are addictive and how to avoid them.  By castigating all psychological studies and thereby denying any validity to their findings, many Christians have left themselves open to the manipulations of behaviorists.

Second, Christians are implicated because too little thought has been given to biblical solutions to the various phenomena affecting humans identified by psychologists who have studied human behavior.  Rather than spending so much effort refuting what is irrefutable, Christians should be taught how to avoid addictive behavior.

Many Christians are frustrated with their own powerlessness to overcome the seductive influences in their lives or they have given up altogether and actively promote the doctrines of Behaviorism.  This is seen in the fact that many churches use Behaviorism to sell their wares.  There is an attitude of “anything goes” in some parts of Christendom.  As long as it packs the pews or brings a return on their investment it is acceptable.  If it works, do it.

The flip side is that we must not do anything that might offend those who come to the church already preconditioned by cultural Behaviorism.  Tell them what they want to hear.  Give them what they have been conditioned to expect.  It has to be loud, fast, and psychedelic because this generation has been conditioned to loud, fast and psychedelic.  If it isn’t entertaining, they won’t buy it.  Never suggest that a pattern of behavior might not be pleasing to the Lord nor edifying to the church.  Even worse, ignore the truth that what is being done in the church might in fact be addictive and not the fruit of the Holy Spirit.

Refusing to Play the Game, The Devil Made Me Do It

The Bible warns against yielding to the allurement of this world and failing to exercise personal discipline.  Paul exhorts the church not to follow the behavior pattern of the world:

So this I say, and affirm together with the Lord, that you walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart; and they, having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness.

This is not a very flattering picture of the world.  The picture painted by many behaviorists and postmodernists is not very flattering either and is not unlike this biblical picture.  The view that men can be addicted to certain behavior is not new or limited to behaviorists.  Paul refers to this problem when he writes, “All things are lawful for me, but not all things are profitable. All things are lawful for me, but I will not be mastered by anything.”
 (Italics mine)

Simply because the law of the land or social mores permit certain behavior does not mean that the behavior is wise.  Some behavior is not beneficial and some behavior can be addictive.  Paul takes it a step further a few verses later when he writes, “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own?  For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body.”
  Christians have been given the freedom through Christ to overcome addictive behavior as well as the responsibility to do so.  More than that, we must think about what behavior is consistent with our profession of faith and what behavior is not.  We are to be servants of Christ rather than servants of our fleshly appetites.

Paul expresses this same concept another way when he writes:

Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the members of your body to sin {as} instruments of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your members {as} instruments of righteousness to God.  For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under law but under grace.  What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? May it never be!  Do you not know that when you present yourselves to someone {as} slaves for obedience, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin resulting in death, or of obedience resulting in righteousness?

In another context he wrote:

Brethren, join in following my example, and observe those who walk according to the pattern you have in us.  For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell you even weeping, {that they are} enemies of the cross of Christ, whose end is destruction, whose god is {their} appetite, and {whose} glory is in their shame, who set their minds on earthly things.

What the behaviorist identifies as addictive behavior, Paul identifies as slavery to sin.  The only difference is that the behaviorist excludes God and moral absolutes from his frame of reference.  By excluding God he excludes the power that God provides for overcoming harmful behavior.  By excluding moral absolutes he leaves the door open for individuals to engage in behavior that has been judged to be acceptable but that leads to further addiction.

This section “The Devil Made Me Do It” because Behaviorism as a philosophy removes personal responsibility and encourages finding a scapegoat.  It has separated behavior from the moral foundation laid down in the Bible.  The behaviorists and the society they have created through environmental manipulation determine what is acceptable or unacceptable behavior.  Since people are merely cogs in a machine and good and bad behavior is determined by culture, then when things go wrong, like the shooting at Columbine High, there are many ready scapegoats.  Any thought that it might be the false philosophies of Gnosticism, Existentialism, and Behaviorism as they join together to form a godless, amoral, addictive worldview is out of the question.

Christians must not remain ignorant or indifferent to the influences of Behaviorism.  Christian parents need to be better informed regarding the philosophy of Behaviorism in order to help their children avoid its pitfalls.  We must understand how addictive behavior patterns are developed.  An addiction has both physiological and spiritual elements.  Behavioral psychology as a disciplined study of human behavior can assist us in our understanding of the physiological part of the problem.  It is when behavioral psychology becomes an all-encompassing philosophy that treats man as no more than an animal and when it denies any moral responsibility on the part of the individual that it becomes part of the problem and not part of the solution.  Behavioral psychology cannot provide what is needed to correct the moral and spiritual parts of addiction.  Until the moral and spiritual aspects are resolved, manipulation of the environment may provide short-term improvement.  Only a change of the will of the individual will bring lasting change.  

Temptation and Behaviorism

As we have already seen, the Bible clearly teaches that environmental factors do play a role in human behavior even to the point of enslaving a person to certain patterns of behavior.  However, instead of trying to find a cause outside of the person—the devil made me do it—the Bible tells us to look inside the person.

James writes:

Let no one say when he is tempted, "I am being tempted by God"; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone.  But each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust.  Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death.

Human behavior is not merely a response to factors in the environment.  Human behavior begins as an inner impulse directed by the soul, the inner person that is undetectable by scientific methods.  The soul of man, as we are using it in this context, refers to the driving force that is only visible through the outward behavior patterns this inner force produces.  This force is called “the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”  Behaviorists deny the existence of this inner force.  Yet it is the most important part of man and the part that needs to be changed so that the person is set free from addiction to environmental influences.

We read about this inner force in Hebrews 4:12:

For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.
 (Italics mine)

By denying the existence of the biblical concept of soul and replacing it with a false concept, the behaviorist makes two serious mistakes.  First, he denies the true reality of the soul revealed in the Scriptures.  Second, he disavows the very force that can deliver the soul from its bondage to environmental factors that are harmful to society.

The picture that James presents in James 1:13-15, the passage quoted above, is very clear in the Greek language.  The phrase “carried away and enticed” translates a Greek word taken from the fishing industry in James’ day.  It describes the act of setting out a net in which fish are entrapped.  Then the net is pulled shut and the fish are drawn into the boat.

This is much like the purse seine boat in our day.  This valuable illustration helps us understand human behavior and its propensity to do what should not be done.  When fishing with a purse seine boat, the net is laid out in a circle with the top of the net held on the surface of the water by floats and the bottom of the net deep in the water being pulled down by heavy weights.  As the circle is formed, the net acts like a purse that can be drawn together at both the top and bottom.  Any living creature in the water encompassed by the net is trapped.  When the net is pulled back aboard the seiner, the fish are dragged into the boat.

What takes us many words to explain, James explains in a few.  Human behavior is like a purse seine net.  In essence, we set out nets by which we entrap ourselves.  This net is made up of the little desires that seem insignificant by themselves.  When this net is deployed and the purse is pulled tight, we are trapped by the bigger sin we would not otherwise have committed.

The truth of this illustration was underscored several years ago when I was the pastor of a church near the ocean.  One of the members of the church was the wife of a purse seine fisherman.  One day she asked me why she seemed to continue to commit the same sin over and over again even though she prayed hard and worked hard to avoid it.  I referred her to what James wrote in James 1:13-15 and illustrated it by asking her to recall the way her husband caught fish.  I suggested that she examine her pattern of behavior leading up to the sin she was trying to avoid.  What decisions did she make and what desires did she satisfy that, when strung together, might form a trap like a purse seine net trapping her in the sin she was trying to avoid?  I counseled her that once she identified the decisions which formed the net entrapping her and stopped that pattern of behavior, she would be able to overcome the bigger sin.

A few weeks later this woman reported, “Pastor, it’s working.”  She was able to identify the trap she had set for herself for years was causing her downfall.  In this way she was finally able to overcome the big sin.

Every Christian needs to recognize the truth of this passage.  The behaviorist is not wrong when he sees a propensity to addictive behavior.  Not all of us have the same propensities but we all have propensities.  The writer to the book of Hebrews refers to these as “sin which so easily entangles us.”
  A sin that entangles one person may not entangle another.  We need to identify what it is that entangles us and get it out of our lives.  It is even more critical to do this today because there are many more enticements because of the successful use of Behaviorism to sell that which entices.

Behaviorism is not the innocuous boon to society it is purported to be. In fact it has become a major cause of the problem as it places more and more stumbling blocks in our way than at any time in human history.  These stumbling blocks are made possible by the conclusions drawn from behavioral psychology and used to produce and market addictive behavior.  Parents need to guide their children into a better understanding of the danger of addictive behavior including those addictions made possible through the wiles of behavioral psychology.  Such things as video games and other repetitive activities are very addictive and those who produce these products know this but sell them anyway.  A behavior does not have to be violent or sexually explicit to be harmful.  Whenever we allow a repetitive behavior to control us, we have ceased to be controlled by the One who has every right to control us, the Lord Jesus Christ.

Submitting to the lordship of Christ overcomes Behaviorism

The best way to insure that we are not victims of Behaviorism is to make sure we acknowledge Christ as Lord over every aspect of life.  It is important to understand that we do not make Him Lord.  He is Lord.  His death on the cross gave Him the sole right to the title along with all of the authority and power that goes with it.  Our task is to acknowledge His lordship.  To do otherwise is to leave ourselves open to the enslaving power of the world around us.  Paul writes: “But thanks be to God that though you were slaves of sin, you became obedient from the heart to that form of teaching to which you were committed.”

A serious error parents make is to attempt to force their children into a pattern of behavior through authoritarian tactics.  Authoritarianism is the use of laws to control human behavior.  In doing so they ignore the inner force of the soul.  The outcome is the same as when behaviorists deny this inner force.  This amounts to trying to change behavior without a corresponding change in this inner force because authoritarianism is no more effective in controlling behavior than when behaviorists set out to control that child through manipulating the environment.  Paul notes that sinful passions are aroused by the Law.
  Therefore, resorting to authoritarianism to modify behavior usually results in further harmful behavior.

It is true that a young child needs a controlled environment in which to grow up.  However, parents will not always be able to control that environment.  After children reach an age where they are able to reason for themselves, trying to control them through authority only causes them to rebel.  Instead, children need to be taught how to walk in the Spirit by voluntarily yielding their will to the control of the Holy Spirit.

This does not mean that we abandon any attempt to provide a structured environment in the home.  A well-organized home includes a structured environment.  There are times when we go to bed and times when we get up.  There are times when we play and there are times when we work.  We all have responsibilities we must fulfill in life.  Teaching responsibility is not the same as authoritarian control.

Authoritarian control is what parents do when they fail to take into account the will of the child.  Remember that raising a child is a partnership between the parent and the child.  Unfortunately too many parents today try to do it alone without the child’s cooperation.  This cooperation must be secured early before harmful or addictive behavior patterns are developed.  There are many ways to achieve this cooperation.  Ultimately it is achieved by teaching the child how to walk in the Spirit.
  Walking in the Spirit is a choice we make when we decide to do what is right in God’s eyes rather than follow our own inner impulses.  We will talk more about this act of choosing to do what is right in the chapter on love.

The best way to partnership with our children is to put into practice these biblical principles ourselves.  Then we must allow them the freedom to do it on their own.  This does not mean we allow them to do something that would be very harmful to them.  We are still responsible to protect them and nurture them.  Once the child understands the lordship of Christ, we must not place ourselves in the place of lord or master in that child’s life.  To do so robs them of the opportunity to learn how to submit to their true Lord, the Lord Jesus Christ.

In many respects, Paul was a spiritual parent to the churches at Corinth and at Philippi.  Two texts compared together explain a valuable truth for us to follow when seeking to guide others to submit to the Lordship of Christ.  The first is found in 2 Corinthians 1:23, 24.  Paul writes, “But I call God as witness to my soul, that to spare you I did not come again to Corinth.  Not that we lord it over your faith, but are workers with you for your joy; for in your faith you are standing firm.

When Paul wrote this letter to the Corinthian church he was teaching in the school of Tyrannus in Ephesus many miles away.
  He had planned to visit the Corinthian church on one of his travels but, when he heard about some problems at Corinth, he changed his travel plans and did not go there.  His reason for the change in plans was that he did not want to lord it over the Christians in Corinth by going there personally.  He sent a letter instead.  He wanted their correct response to be to the lordship of Christ rather than to his physical presence.  From this we see an important principle when teaching others how to respond to the lordship of Christ.  The principle is that we must not hover over them every minute making sure that they do exactly what we want them to do.  Again, the amount of involvement we need when raising children depends upon their age and how well they respond to the lordship of Christ in their lives.

The second passage where we find principles taught regarding the lordship of Christ is in Philippians 2:12, 13.  Here we find Paul in prison in Rome.  He heard of some problems in the church in Philippi in Macedonia.  In this situation Paul could not go to Philippi personally to insure that the problems were corrected.  This time he writes:

So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for {His} good pleasure.

In this passage Paul uses a play on words in the Greek language to explain an important principle regarding the lordship of Christ.  This play on words is formed by two words.  The first is parousia and the second is apousia.  The first word, parousia, is translated “presence” and the second, apousia, is translated “absence.”  The first word, parousia, refers to the affect one’s personal presence has upon the behavior of others when he is present.  This important word is used several times regarding the return of the Lord Jesus Christ in the future.
  Since His return is future, it is translated, “coming.”  However, the force of the word is the affect His presence will have upon human behavior at His coming.

This meaning is very clear when Paul writes regarding his own presence in another context.  Individuals had accused him of duplicity in behaving one way when present and another way when absent.  He writes, “For they say, ‘His letters are weighty and strong, but his personal presence is unimpressive and his speech contemptible.’”
 (Italics mine)

The important principle from the Philippian passage is that those of us who are parents need to approach the disciplining of our children in a manner that recognizes the presence of God in their lives.  We need to be very careful we do not interject ourselves into their lives in such a way that they never learn how to depend upon the presence of God as lord in their lives.  Authoritarian parenting amounts to lording it over our children.  This is very detrimental to their spiritual development because when we are no longer around, they will not know how to rely upon Christ’s lordship in their lives.

When our daughter, Tamara, was six years of age, we moved into a new neighborhood.  There was another girl her age living in the neighborhood whose parents were not providing any guidance at all.  On Saturday mornings they would kick the little girl out of the house and lock the door so she could not get back in.  Many times we would find her wandering around the neighborhood without proper clothing and without breakfast.

One winter day when I was working in the backyard, Tamara and this little girl came around to where I was working.  I noticed Tamara did not have her coat on, and I asked her to put it on because it was cold.  She replied that her friend did not have a coat on and so she did not want to wear hers either.  I asked her, “Are you going to do what you want to do or are you going to do what is right?”  She answered, “What is right.”  With that the two girls disappeared around the house to play in another part of the yard out of my sight.  I began to wonder if Tamara had actually put her coat on and peeked around the corner of the house to see.  She was wearing her coat and the matter was closed.  All she needed me to do was remind her what was the right thing to do and she did it without being coerced.

We are successful parents, not when we are able to force our children to do what we want them to do by our presence, but when our children learn to do what is right even when we are not present.  By beginning early, children who are truly born again will readily respond to the leading of the Holy Spirit in their lives and acknowledge Christ’s lordship over them.  This does not mean they will be sinless little angels.  They will still make mistakes but so do we as adults.

If we are to avoid playing the game, “The devil made me do it,” we must lead our children to Jesus Christ first as their savior.  Then we need to begin immediately to develop in them the concept of Christ’s lordship.  This is the only defense against the influence of Behaviorism permeating society today.
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