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Emotions are one of the underappreciated gifts of God. We often hear
people say, “You can’t trust your emotions.” Or, “It’s faith, not emotions.”
Or, “Emotions fluctuate, but God is unchangeable.” There is truth in all
of these statements, but that does not mean that emotions are unimpor-
tant. Imagine watching a football game without emotions. Watching a
sunset, standing on the beach, or smelling a rose, all stimulate emotions.
The word cancer stimulates emotions, especially if the doctor is talking
about you.

God made us with the capacity for emotions. In God’s design, emo-
tions were meant to help us process life in a positive manner. The
emotion of fear may keep us from getting too close to the edge of a
precipice. The emotion of anger may be the motivator for social reform.
Feelings of grief may lead us to talk about the losses of life and find
meaning beyond the loss.

Emotions are not designed to control our lives, but to draw our
attention to life. Positive emotions help us enjoy life, while negative
emotions inform us that something needs attention. The problem is that
we often act irresponsibly in response to our emotions and make things
worse—sometimes much worse. That is why the Scriptures warn, “In
your anger, do not sin” (Ephesians 4:26). The same warning would apply
to any emotion. For example: “When you are fearful, don’t sin.” Or,
“When you feel joyful, sad, excited, depressed, elated, or overwhelmed,
do not sin.”

For the Christian, there is always a proper response to emotions. The
Scriptures give clear guidance. For example, David said, “When I am
afraid, I will trust in the Lord.” David did not deny his fear. Nor was he

a
FOREWORD
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you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of
man that you care for him?” (Psalm 8:3–4). David wasn’t the only writer
of Scripture who contemplated the complexity of human nature in an
attempt to understand himself. The Old Testament book of Proverbs is a
collection of wisdom literature which was compiled about the time of
Solomon, and in this book there is an underlying theme of man’s attempt
to discover his true nature.

In recent days, psychology, as one of the branches of behavioral
science, has delved into the mind of man to help us better understand
our behavior. The word psychology comes from two Greek words, psuche,
meaning “soul,” and logos, meaning “a word” or “the study of.” Hence,
modern psychology is the study of man’s nature and behavior. While the
study of psychology does provide us certain insights into ourselves, an
even deeper understanding of ourselves and our nature comes through
God’s textbook on life and living, the Bible, which came through the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit.

Is it worth the time and effort to try to understand yourself, and the
pressures and forces which contribute to your behavior? Indeed it is! If
you are a parent—married or single—with emotional needs in your life
which are not met, in all probability you will be frustrated, and that
frustration may well contribute to relationships and situations which are
not in your best interest. Furthermore, not understanding what your
emotional needs are and how they can best be met may also mean that
your children grow up with blind spots in their lives. Understanding
yourself is the first step toward being a better parent.

You Are a Unique Individual

Today we hear a lot about individualism. But when it gets down to the
bottom line, most of us are not “rugged individualists” at all. We are
pressure-cooked into bland uniformity with everyone else, and we tend
to think of someone who is independent and thinks for himself as quaint
or odd. We don’t want to be different, so we conform to a kind of cookie-
cutter pattern that defines our values in terms of our culture rather than
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12 MAKING YOUR EMOTIONS WORK FOR YOU

striving to let our values determine the framework of our lives and our
relationship to our culture.

God made you an individual, and in these days of mass everything,
we seem to have lost sight of the fact that individuality resulted from
God’s design. When you were conceived, some 200 to 300 million sperm
competed with each other to fertilize the ovum that made you what you
are. Only one succeeded. Thus, by virtue of the unique arrangement of
your genes and chromosomes at conception, the 10-plus trillion cells in
your body are put together a bit differently from those in all of the other
6.9 billion people here on earth.

Seldom do we ever think about how many and how complicated are
the systems that function within our bodies. Every seven years, your body
replaces its trillions of cells with new ones, in a process that gradually
slows as you age. Your brain is an amazing organ, which serves as the
nerve center of your body. Should you have the misfortune of sitting on
a tack, a message is immediately transmitted to your brain via a network
of nerves. Your brain, in turn, formulates an expression of pain, which
your vocal cords express in no uncertain terms, and all of this takes place
almost instantaneously.

Yale University psychologist Dr. Neal Miller described the human
brain as the most complex organ on earth, containing 100 billion cells,
or neurons. Each of these is connected with 10,000 billion other nerves.1

No computer has ever been invented that even comes close to rivaling the
complexity of your brain. Never do you have to say, “Brain cell number
222,334, get to work; you aren’t carrying your load.” It’s automatic!

Your body has an amazing air-conditioning system that adjusts to
your environment. Your skin has more than two million tiny sweat glands
on its surface—about 300 per square inch—that keep your body regu-
lated at an even temperature.

Your heart, slightly larger than a man’s fist, pumps 1,800 gallons of
blood through 60,000 miles of veins, capillaries, and arteries every day—
24/7. In your stomach are 35 million glands secreting juices to aid the
process of digestion, acids strong enough to take varnish off a table, yet
working harmlessly in your body.
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All of this we take for granted. Now, see how this applies to you as an
individual. Nobody else thinks with your mind. Neither does anyone
else see with your eyes or hear with your ears, walk with your legs or hold
things with your hands. No one else in the entire world feels exactly what
you feel. You are one of a kind, without duplication. The blend of emo-
tions and feelings within you is unique. These emotions and feelings
cannot be displayed on a screen, x-rayed, or dissected in a laboratory.
They are part of your uniqueness, given to you at the moment you were
conceived, as DNA from two parents came together.

Your vantage point is different from that of everyone else in our
world. There is tremendous freedom in accepting the fact that you don’t
have to be pressured into conformity with everybody else—that you can
be yourself, an individual created in the image of God with sensitivity
and personality that came from His design.

A retired army officer, the father of twelve children—six sons and six
daughters—began to tell me about his children and how no two were
exactly alike. “Each one,” he reflected, “is different from the rest. Though
they are alike in some ways, when you consider them individually, each is
unlike any other.”

Diamonds, emeralds, and rubies are all precious stones, yet they have
properties and characteristics which make them unique and different.
No two diamonds are exactly alike. Their color, cut and clarity all define
them. So is it with individual differences in a family. Two children may
have the same parents, be raised in the same family, and even share friends
in common, yet those two may be vastly unlike each other in many ways.

Today we badly need to understand that it’s okay to be you—an
individual created in the image of God with emotions, gifts, and talents
that no one else has in exactly the same mix.

You Are a Spiritual Being

The second fact that will help you understand yourself is to recognize
that you are an individual who has a spiritual nature. This is one area
where much of modern psychology and psychiatry has had a blind spot.

Understand Yourself—You’re Worth the Bother 13
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14 MAKING YOUR EMOTIONS WORK FOR YOU

Many psychologists and psychiatrists don’t recognize that man is more
than a highly-developed mammal, but rather he is essentially a spiritual
being made in the image of God and, therefore, has a spiritual nature.

The Bible says it is your spiritual and moral nature that sets you apart
from lower forms of life. But when you lose sight of that spiritual nature,
your conduct may well take on characteristics of those who live as though
there is no God and no accounting of our actions to Him.

Down through the centuries men and women, in different ways,
have described the barrenness of the empty life that comes when the
spiritual nature of our lives is ignored. Augustine, in the fourth century,
wrote that the human heart is restless until it finds itself in God. Blaise
Pascal, the French philosopher, originated the idea of the God-shaped
vacuum, that yearning for fulfillment and wholeness in the heart of every
person, which can be filled only by Jesus Christ.

If you really want to understand yourself, then, realize that you’re not
a highly-evolved animal; rather, you are a human being who has complex
emotional and spiritual needs that cannot be separated into neat com-
partments. As I will demonstrate in subsequent chapters, your emotions
affect your spiritual life, and your spiritual life powerfully affects your
sense of right and wrong, your feelings of guilt or compliance with the
will of God.

The entire story of redemption is actually a very simple one, the
story of how sin or rebellion estranged man from his Creator, and how a
loving Father sent His Son to bridge the gulf between us and Himself and
bring us back into fellowship with Him. Isaiah, the prophet of old, put it,
“We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own
way” (Isaiah 53:6).

The fact that something happened to our spiritual life back in our
first father Adam explains a lot of things in the world. It explains how
Adolf Hitler could send fourteen million people (six million Jews and
eight million Gentiles) to their deaths in the concentration camps of
Europe, how Pol Pot could snuff out the lives of two to three million
innocent victims in Cambodia (1975–1980), and how the same kind of
evil in human hearts could annihilate millions of people in Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Rwanda. But it also explains a great deal about your
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personal life today, things you would prefer to ignore, or at least mini-
mize.

It explains how a husband can be unfaithful to a wife who dearly
loves him, and vice versa. It explains how at times we all find ourselves
doing things we know are wrong, but enjoy doing them anyway.

Paul talked about this conflict in our natures when he wrote Romans
chapter 7. Probably you can identify with him:

I don’t understand myself at all, for I really want to do
what is right, but I can’t. I do what I don’t want to do—
what I hate. I know perfectly well that what I am doing
is wrong, and my bad conscience proves that I agree with
these laws I am breaking (Romans 7:15–16 TLB).

Paul is saying that the very things he didn’t want to do were the things
that he did, and the very things he did want to do were the things he left
undone. He characterized the despair of a lot of people when he wrote,
“What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of
death?” (Romans 7:24).

That’s part of the reason why at times you are torn between doing
things you know will hurt another and doing what is right. You feel
incapable of helping yourself, so you begin to resent yourself and wish
you were different. In that same passage Paul says that you can be differ-
ent because of the power of God’s Holy Spirit; he writes in Romans
8:1, “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in
Christ Jesus.”

As a believer you can stand in the presence of God, justified—free of
the guilt of your sins—because you have been forgiven. Paul puts it like
this:

God made him [Christ] who had no sin to be sin for us,
so that in him we might become the righteousness of
God (2 Corinthians 5:21).

It doesn’t mean, however, that the age-old struggle of the flesh and
the Spirit will not be with you until the end of time. It will. The differ-
ence is that as God’s child, there comes an enabling (the power of Christ
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16 MAKING YOUR EMOTIONS WORK FOR YOU

within you) that makes it possible for you to live in harmony with
God’s will.

The mentality of our day is that God expects far too much of us,
more than we are capable of delivering (in other words, He doesn’t really
mean what He says). But the good news of the gospel is that your life can
be different, enriched, and enabled because of God’s indwelling power.

You Are a Person of Great Value

May I ask you a personal question? Do you like yourself? Or secretly—or
maybe not so secretly—would you like to be someone else? On one occa-
sion Winston Churchill was asked, “If you could not be who you are,
who would you want to be?” He paused, then reached down and took his
wife Clementine’s hand and stroked it affectionately saying, “I would like
to be Lady Churchill’s second husband.” Good answer.

Vast numbers of us are not always comfortable with ourselves, and in
the U.S. this results in the spending of $20 billion a year on cosmetics,
$300 million a year on plastic surgery, and $33 billion a year on dietary
products (mostly to help you lose weight and get in shape).2

Why don’t you like yourself? There are a variety of reasons to choose
from: You can say . . .

• I don’t like the way I look.

• I don’t like my figure.

• I’m just a nobody.

• I’m not as gifted as some.

• My personality isn’t as good as so-and-so’s.

• I don’t have the brains that he has.

• I can’t think of clever things to say.

• I’m not funny.

There is no limit to the extent to which you can be unhappy with your-
self and about yourself if you really try.
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A listener to my radio program Guidelines for Family Living wrote
the following: “I have a sister who is very petite and flat-chested, and this
upsets her very much. She can’t accept the fact that there are a lot more
pretty clothes for small women than for big women. Her husband loves
her very much and so do her children, but she has this hang-up about
her body.”

Women are not the only ones who are unhappy with themselves.
Quite typical is the way one man described himself: “I am a disabled man
with a spine disorder . . . always living in pain and weakness. Sometimes,
I wonder why the Lord lets me suffer and endure this kind of life. I am
ridiculed and mocked by others due to my ugly figure. No one really
understands me, not even my wife.”

When you are not happy with yourself, you won’t be happy with
others, because you will see in them the faults that you resent in yourself.
And when you are not happy with yourself, you’re not happy with God
either, because you reason, He made me like I am—so it is really His fault
that I am like I am.

As I write this I’m thinking of a teenage girl who attempted to take
her life on a couple of occasions. She was actually rather pretty, but she
didn’t see it that way. She not only hated herself, but also disliked almost
everybody else, too—her parents, her teachers, and a lot of her contem-
poraries. About the only friends she had were a few angry and rebellious
teenagers who were very much a reflection of herself. Heavy-metal music
that was nihilistic, alcohol, drugs, and sex were trips she had taken in her
escape from reality, trying to find some meaning to the puzzle of life. She
was gradually self-destructing.

Today, however, she is a different person because she came face-
to-face with the fact that our rebellion against ourselves is really rebellion
against God, and that we are the only ones who can respond to His love
and cooperate with Him in making ourselves what we ought to be. Her life
did a radical about-face, and she became a young woman with a future.

In the last decade, plastic surgery along with generous infusions of
silicon and Botox has reinforced the thinking that equates self-worth with
a more beautiful body. We have bought into the sexually saturated
culture of our day that demands that women take out those wrinkles, get
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18 MAKING YOUR EMOTIONS WORK FOR YOU

rid of that excess fat, enlarge their breasts, and do whatever is necessary to
make themselves attractive to members of the opposite sex. Men are also
told that surgical enhancement is the way to really please a woman. We
have bought into the mentality that mandates spending hundreds of
millions for elective cosmetic surgical procedures, and now we have be-
gun to realize that they may boomerang on us and produce a fall-out of
hideous as well as devastating consequences.

Do Yourself a Favor—Love Yourself As You Are

Is it really wrong to like yourself just as you are? Going one step further,
to humbly love yourself? Asking that question brings to mind an image of
a proud, arrogant individual with a grossly-inflated opinion of his own
worth, right? That’s not what I’m driving at. You have probably been
taught that if you are to be able to love others you must depreciate your-
self and crucify your flesh. True, in writing to the Galatians Paul talked
about dying to self—the old fleshly nature—so that Christ may live; but
this is totally different from putting yourself down and denigrating your
value in God’s sight.

Jesus taught that love would be the one indisputable evidence that
God has touched our lives (John 13:34–35). He also instructed us that
we are to love God supremely and love our neighbor as ourselves. He was
very plain that one of the hallmarks of Christianity is the love believers
have for each other, a love unlike that of individuals who do not know
Christ—a love that results from the Holy Spirit’s indwelling in our lives.
However, one of the reasons God’s love
doesn’t flow through some  individuals to
anyone else is that it is bottled up by feel-
ings—feelings that range from a mild dis-
like to the downright hatred some people
have for themselves. Understanding who
you are and what your value is in the sight
of God gives you freedom to love others.
It’s that simple.

Your ability to love

is vitally affected by

the way you think

about yourself. a

a
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Paul says that we ought not to think of ourselves more highly than is
proper (Romans 12:3), but the inverse truth is just as meaningful: If you
think of yourself less highly than you should, you are just as wrong.

Jesus’ statement in Matthew 22:39 that we are to love our neighbor
as ourselves recognizes that an understanding of who you are and a recog-
nition of your gifts and abilities bring a security that comes from within.
It is essential if you are ever to learn to love your neighbor.

Even so, the concept of loving your neighbor as yourself didn’t ori-
ginate with Jesus in His ministry on earth. Long before, Moses faithfully
recorded God’s command: “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against
one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).

If you don’t develop a humble measure of love for yourself, you
will never be very successful in loving anyone else. As Soren Kierkegaard
put it,

When the commandment to love one’s neighbor is
rightly understood, it also says the converse, “Thou shalt
love thyself in the right way.” If anyone, therefore, will
not learn from Christianity to love himself in the right
way, then neither can he love his neighbor . . . To love
one’s self in the right way, and to love one’s neighbor, are
absolutely analogous concepts, and are at the bottom
one and the same.3

In his book Peace of Mind, Joshua Liebman went even further in
recognizing the impossibility of loving others when negative feelings of
self-dislike or hate are present:

He who hates himself, who does not have a proper
regard for his own capacities . . . can have no respect for
others. Deep within himself, he will hate his brothers
when he sees in them his own marred image. Love for
oneself is the foundation of a brotherly society and
personal peace of mind.4

Your ability to love is vitally affected by the way you think about
yourself. I’m thinking of individuals I have worked with who told me
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20 MAKING YOUR EMOTIONS WORK FOR YOU

how their parents had cursed them and berated them with comments
such as these:

“You’re no good!”
“You’ve got bad blood in you!”
“You’re the dumbest kid in the family!”
“You’re a bastard—not my son!”
And the youngster began to visualize himself or herself as a loser, a

person of little value, a mistake that should never have come into the
world. What self-confidence there may have been quickly began to erode,
and eventually those harsh words became a self-realizing prophecy.

The Los Angeles Times carried a front-page story of child abuse. A
five-year-old boy was “hung by his hands and wrists from a door jamb
and beaten with some sort of leash or chain . . . routinely denied food and
water, burned with cigarettes on his body and genitals, and left to sit in
his own urine and feces.”5

Starkeisha Brown, the boy’s 24-year-old mother, inflicted wounds
that will forever scar and disfigure the little boy. “It causes you to ques-
tion the humanity of some people,” said Assistant Police Chief Earl
Paysinger, “whether they have a heart or a soul.”

Yes, that act is repulsive, horrible, unthinkable, and criminal, and the
abuse inflicted on some children scars them within and inflicts emotional
damage that will haunt them for the rest of their lives.

God knows that all of us wrestle with enough negative feelings with-
out having them hammered into our heads. To realize, however, that you
can change with God’s help, that God performs plastic surgery of the
emotions; that He is the healer of broken hearts, lives, and bodies; that
you don’t have to live in a prison of inadequacy and inferiority; that you
don’t have to let circumstances destroy your future, is the first step toward
becoming the kind of person you feel God would have you be and you
would like to become.

You Are Capable of Change
First, let me point out that some people take refuge in failure. It is far
easier for them to feel sorry for themselves and cry over their misery than
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assume a responsible plan of change. So year after year they tell other
people about their difficulties and their failures. They are like walking
clouds of gloom and doom, ready to tell you how they have been victim-
ized by life. They’ll tell you how their husband walked out and left them
with nine children and that they are absolutely helpless because of the
misfortunes that befell them. And you know something—they convince
themselves! They take real delight in recounting the sordid details of their
misery. Don’t be one of them!

It is a fact that when a wayward husband really changes—turns his
back on the habit or whatever was so repulsive to his wife and is soundly
converted to Jesus Christ—instead of rejoicing, his wife often has great
difficulty handling the change. Why? She no longer gets “Aw, isn’t that
terrible” responses from her friends.

William Glasser is a psychiatrist who has broken with the traditional
approach to psychotherapy. He has developed an approach to the treat-
ment of mental problems that is quite consistent with what Scripture
says when it comes to the effects of our failures. Glasser says that the past
doesn’t have to destroy your future. In fact he refuses to listen to the
sordid details of people’s failures. “Psychiatric garbage” is the term he uses
to describe the endless recounting of our troubles. Rather, he focuses
on the fact that a lot of people suffer from “paralysis of analysis,” as he
describes it. They are doing nothing to change their lives and they want
nothing done, but they are willing to spend endless hours talking about
how they got into trouble. Talk is cheap and a lot easier than working to
bring change.

Let me summarize by saying that if you are to change your life and
the circumstances, three things are necessary: 1) the desire to change;
2) a commitment to change; and 3) follow-through. Change involves
the cooperation of man and God, your working with the Spirit of God,
being sensitive to His voice as He works out your Father’s will in your life.
Try to do everything in your own strength and you won’t get very far, for
you will very soon discover the weakness of human resolutions and good
intentions. A lot of others before you, perhaps even stronger than you,
have tried to turn over a new leaf, and their attempt at reformation
resulted in producing another soiled page in the book of their life.

Understand Yourself—You’re Worth the Bother 21
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22 MAKING YOUR EMOTIONS WORK FOR YOU

The greatest force in all the world when it comes to personality and
behavioral changes is the Holy Spirit, who works in the life of the believer
to bring him into conformity with God’s plan and purpose. But this
change or power is activated only by man’s complete cooperation with
the divine. An individual’s determination to stay in the prison of self-pity
or despair short-circuits the restorative work of the Holy Spirit. So if you
are stuck in your cave of inadequacy and inferiority, pry yourself loose
and get moving in a new direction, God’s direction.

Do you fully believe you can be different? Instead of being angry
with the world because you aren’t six inches taller than you are, that you
don’t exactly have an hourglass figure, that your physique doesn’t mirror
that of Arnold Schwarzenegger, or whatever, you can work in harmony
with the Holy Spirit in developing the kind of personality that lifts you
six inches higher, that reveals integrity and strength within, that reflects
the handiwork of God both inside and out. Gradually the light comes
on—you are one of a kind, a creation of the Almighty, and it’s okay to
be you!

One more thing needs to be said in this chapter. If you happen to be
disadvantaged by growing up in a home where you were neglected or
abused, or you have had certain failures in your life that have stunted
your emotional development, the longer you live with a loser complex,
the more difficult it becomes to break out of the pattern of negative think-
ing that has imprisoned you.

The longer you live with negative situations and emotions, the more
comfortable you become with them, and the more effectively they en-
snare you. Do you remember the plight of Dr. Manette in Charles
Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities? Though Manette is liberated by the French
Revolution and is eventually free to leave the hated Bastille, where he was
imprisoned, he can’t handle the freedom. He is secure only at his cobbler’s
bench, where he spent day after day as a prisoner.

That’s why breaking out of the box that has imprisoned you and
becoming the person God intended you to be is very important.

q
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Having determined that your life can be different, you must make peace
with yourself. The next chapter shows you how to accept yourself as you
understand your true value and worth. Remember, you are your own
worst enemy.

QUESTIONS FOR THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION

q

A couple got into a heated argument. Finally, in frustration, the husband
said, “I don’t understand why God made you so beautiful and still so
dumb!” Without batting an eyelash, she fired back, “That’s easy! God
made me beautiful so you would love me, and He made me dumb so I
would love you!” This is a woman who knew who she was and why!

1. Humor aside, what effect would her husband’s words have had
on the wife if she had really believed she was dumb? How might
she have worked to overcome those insecurities?

2. What are two negative opinions you used to have of yourself that
are no longer true, at least to the degree they used to be? How
did you learn to decrease the effect they had on your life?

3. What are two negative characteristics you still see at work in
your life? Try to take a clear, objective look at yourself. In what
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24 MAKING YOUR EMOTIONS WORK FOR YOU

ways, if any, are you choosing to stay stuck? What are three ways
you can take action to change those characteristics or opinions?

4. To love yourself, according to Scripture, is to take care of your-
self physically, emotionally, and spiritually so you have some-
thing to give to others. What is one way you can take care of
yourself in each of those areas today?

This Will Hurt . . .

We are more likely to react than to respond when someone says some-
thing negative about us, especially when that person is an important part
of our lives. There are two reactions that are hurtful—either to yourself
or to the other person.

First, you may simply believe what the other person says and use that
as fuel in the fire of self-degradation. Your habit may be to simply accept
what other people say and beat yourself up for being that way. There is
little motivation to change if you don’t believe it’s possible.

The second hurtful reaction is to lash out—maybe with angry words,
maybe with complete denial. Some people refuse to see that they have
any problems at all. Deep inside, though, they feel the punches, and they
harbor the hurt.

Either reaction will always compound your feelings of insecurity.
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This Will Help . . .

Someone once told Abraham Lincoln that one of his generals called
him a fool. He replied, “Well, then, I must be one, because he is almost
always right.”

When you are hit with a criticism, it will help to stop a moment and
consider that the person might have a point. You build the security to do
this when you know that, as God’s child, He sees you as a person of
infinite value and worth. If the dig has even the smallest bit of truth to it,
this might be motivation for you to work on that area of life. But if you
have taken an honest look at yourself and you know that he is way off
base, let it go. Vance Havner, a Southern evangelist of a previous genera-
tion, used to say, “Any bulldog can whip a skunk, but it just ain’t worth
it.” Sometimes you have to let things go with the same mind-set. React-
ing is not worth the cost to yourself or to the relationship.
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