Devotional Guide
Vital Habits Part 3

Monday
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NIV Proverbs 1:8-9

 8.  Listen, my son, to your father's instruction and do not forsake your mother's teaching. 

 9.  They will be a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck. 

NIV Proverbs 3:11-12

 11.  My son, do not despise the LORD's discipline and do not resent his rebuke,  12.  because the LORD disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he delights in. 

NIV Proverbs 13:24

24.  He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him. 

NIV Proverbs 15:5

5.  A fool spurns his father's discipline, but whoever heeds correction shows prudence. 

The Bible places an enormous emphasis on the sacredness of family systems.  The family we grow up in forms our values, our attitude, our ways of thinking, our ways of solving problems, or ways of feeling and our ways of relating with other people.  This can be either a good thing or a bad thing depending on the family.  Some solid stable families instill healthy values and behaviors which cause their children to excel at virtually anything they do with seemingly little effort.  But dysfunctional families can leave people with problems relating to others, emotional problems, unhealthy thinking processes and behaviors that hold them back no matter how hard they seem to try.  Most families are somewhere between the extremes.  If you are typical, you probably emerged from childhood with some good healthy attitudes and behaviors but also some problems that seem incredibly hard to change.

But the same thing that creates our gifts or problems can also take them away.  Surrounding ourselves with people who are healthy in mind and spirit can help us heal and make us grow stronger.  Surrounding ourselves with dysfunctional people can start to bring dysfunctional behavior and thinking to even the most stable if they aren’t careful.  The spouse and children of a person with a severe drug addiction problem generally fall into a dysfunctional system over time where everyone grows progressively worse.
Family systems therapy which is now widely used by Psychologists originated in Jewish and Christian churches.  It was noted that individuals with problems could make great progress when they were put into a new environment, but when they went back to the same family system that created their problem in the first place they generally reverted back to the way they were.  Today most therapists realize that you have to work with a whole family to really solve most problems.  One person may show the symptoms of a problem, but usually everyone in the family is contributing to it in some way.

Spend some time in prayer and meditation right now.  What was your family like when you grew up?  Was it unusually healthy?  Was it unusually dysfunctional?  Or were you somewhere between like most families?  If so, spend some time thinking about what your family was strong at and what they may have had problems with.  Are there problems that you are having now that may have started when you were a child?

Children who are criticized heavily often grow up insecure and think others are better than them.  Children who grew up with parents who had anger problems sometimes have anger problems of their own.  Children have an uncanny way of making the same mistakes their parents did and generally at remarkably similar ages.

If your family was healthy and you have been blessed as a result, spend some time thanking God.  If your family was troubled and you have been wounded…don’t despair.  Those who work their way through serious problems grow spiritually in wonderful ways, not only solving their problems but gaining all kinds of unexpected gifts in the process.  Pray that God will assist you in your journey and give you what you need to heal.

Pray a longer prayer in your own words each day this week.

Tuesday
Family systems have a tremendous impact on individuals.  What is your family system like today?  Is it healthy?  Do you have people you can talk with who will hold you accountable, encourage you and help you?  If not you need this.

Each Christian should have some basic habits to stay healthy.  You need daily Bible Study and Prayer.  You need a Sabbath Day to rest.  You need to spend time in worship with other believers…but you also need a small group of intimate friends or family members to empower, encourage and correct you.

A small Bible Study group is ideal for this, but you may find regular meetings with other believers in another format just as helpful.

Choose your group carefully.  Not everyone relates well.  Some people are on different wavelengths.  Some people will do you more harm than good.  You should be willing to help others even if they have serious problems….but when someone promotes unhealthy thinking steer clear of them.  There are actually groups that meet to empower one another to remain dysfunctional.  You usually find such groups at bars rather than churches…but they aren’t uncommon in churches either.  Stay away from groups which glorify their victim status, stoke up their anger as though it is a healing drug and in general justify their problems.

Look for groups who are heading in the direction you want to go and seem serious about reaching the right goals.

If you don’t know about an existing group…consider starting one.  Our church would love to have more small groups.  Small groups typically work best with people near the same age range or united by common interests.  In our corporate worship we encourage diversity and feel this is a wonderful way to learn from each other.  But sometimes you need someone who speaks your language for encouragement.

Spend some time meditating on your life.  Most people find that when they look at the most productive phases of their life they generally had a very good social network which contributed to their success.  By contrast their darkest periods usually seem to involve difficult people and bad influences.  Think of your own life.

After this spend some time thinking about some people now that you should maybe spend more time with or less time with.  

Finally, if you are not presently involved with a small group, pray that God will help you to find one.  And stop and remember that there may be other people doing this assignment who are praying the very same thing.   Hint, hint….
Wednesday
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All our emotions have come from God and they all serve a purpose.  They are like the fuel that moves us from place to place.  Let’s carry this example out further as I am prone to do. 
An engine needs a little extra fuel now and then to get to places quickly.  When your child has been cut severely and is bleeding you want to get to the hospital as quickly as possible.  You may want to push down the gas pedal and get more fuel to get more speed.  But there does come a point where too much fuel will cause more harm than help.  Trying to travel at 180 MPH through the typical roads of Wyoming County will probably get you to the funeral home instead of the hospital as you and your child with both die.

This is the way with our emotions.  They give us an extra push when they are needed.  But sometimes they give us too much of a push and they start to ruin our lives.

Moderation is the key here.  Just as a steam engine needs to let off steam every now and then or it will blow up, we need to let our emotions out in a safe, controlled way from time to time to stay healthy.  If we try to completely stop anger or other emotions we deem negative, we with either completely explode down the road or else we will start to experience mental or physical illness.

Note that the Bible does NOT tell us to eliminate anger, only to control it:

NIV James 1:19-20

19. My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, 

NIV Proverbs 29:11

11.  A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control. 

NIV Ephesians 4:26

 26.  "In your anger do not sin" : Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, 

Most people experience emotional blow ups from time to time, but some people find it is habitual.  Such people generally have had a great deal of trouble in their life from the repercussions.  Anger is not the only emotion that can get out of control.  Fear is another.  Some people worry constantly and can’t seem to stop it.  Some people find their lives falling apart from grief and can’t seem to shut it off.

Do you have trouble controlling any of your emotions?  Which ones give you the most trouble?  Spend some time meditating on this and then spend some time in serious prayer asking God for help.  

We will discuss ways to control “out of control” emotions tomorrow.

Thursday

Some emotions are not only out of control, but they are habitual as well.  Typically some people react to certain things with an outburst of rage.  They don’t make a conscious choice to do so….it just happens.  Often they have been doing this since childhood, often it was taught to them by a parent.  But after a life time of doing it, it happens automatically and attempts to stop it from happening usually don’t even start until after it has all ready happened so the situation seems hopeless
Other emotions often happen out of habit and cause enormous problems for people.  In these cases they do not control their emotions but rather the emotions seem to control them.

So how can we break habit like these?

The first thing to do is to dispense with any illusions that it will be easy.  It is extremely difficult and time consuming…but it can happen.  You have to go through 4 stages and it will probably take months rather than days.

The first stage is called “Unconscious Incompetence”.  In this stage your emotions take over but you don’t even notice it..  You are “Not Conscious” that you have a problem.
Generally with a serious problem you eventually come to your senses and realize that you have a problem.  You try and stop but find you can’t.  In this stage you notice each time you have a blow up….but only after it has happened and after the damage has been done.  For this reason this stage is called “Conscious Incompetence”.  You are “conscious” of your problem….but it keeps happening.
As you try to stop the problem, you will begin to notice it happening quicker and quicker.  Finally you will feel the usual response starting but you will put the brakes on before it takes over.  It is extremely difficult at this stage.  The old habit still wants to happen, but by force of will you can stop it.  You start to deal with things in healthy ways rather than by blowing up.  This is called “Conscious Competence”.  This stage is the most difficult.  But if you stick with it long enough you will finally enter into the final stage which is wonderful.

After you have been in the conscious competence stage long enough, your new behaviors will start to become habitual.  This does not happen over night.  We are talking months here, but, it is exciting because you can see it happening little by little.  In the finally stage someone will say something that once would have caused you to blow up and you will ask questions, look for a peaceful solution, or speak your feelings without an outburst…whatever the healthy behavior is that works for you….this will start to just happen automatically…at this point you won’t have to work at it anymore.  It just happens.

These stages are important to learn as nearly all of us have habits we should break…but even if we don’t, we can help other people if we are aware of this.

Meditate on your own life do you have any habitual emotional responses that perhaps you should work on changing.  Do you have a loved one who is dealing with something?  Understanding this process helps you to be patient.  Many people want to change but they have tried and failed so many times they think it’s not possible.  Sharing the process above with them may give them the patience and persistence they need.

Spend some time praying for your problem or the problem of other people you know.

Friday

If you have an emotion that has become habitual, there is generally a reason you have been hanging on to it.  Even if you think you hate what the emotion is doing to you, it is serving some purpose.  
Anger is easy to understand.  It gives people who feel powerless a sense of power.  It takes away pain by shifting focus.  Anger is almost always a symptom of a raw wound deep inside.  When you pet a family pet and it snaps at you…the petting probably wasn’t the problem.  The animal is probably hurt in some way and the touch made the pain worse. In the same way never assume that when someone explodes at you the thing you just said or did is the full cause.  Generally there was a wound inside their soul that was all ready there.  You just touched it.

If you have an anger problem you need to spend some serious time examining your pain.  Find out what things typically trigger you.  This will give you great insight into the nature of your wound…where it came from …and why it exists.  Trying to treat your anger may be helpful, but, it’s generally even more helpful to work on the pain that is causing it.

Often you need to talk with other wise people before you can really figure out what is happening.  Sometimes you need to help someone else with a similar problem as it is MUCH easier to see what is happening with them.  This is why small groups are so useful.  Often you need to spend weeks or months in prayer about it before things will become clear.

Any emotion can be like this.  Worry may seem to serve no function….but actually it does.  Worry is a version of fear…and fear protects us.  For example:  There are a lot of violent break-ins in your neighborhood and you become afraid.  The fear motivates you to buy a security system and put deadbolt locks on all your doors.  In this way it serves a purpose.

Worry is sometimes fear gone haywire.  We fear things and feel terrible but the fear doesn’t motivate us to do anything other than feel bad.
Sometimes worry does serve a purpose, however.  It causes us to think about the worst possible things that can happen so that we won’t be caught off guard and hurt by them.  People who have been disappointed repeatedly in life often are prone to this.  Unfortunately such worry often creates new problems.  Those who always expect the worst in other people can seem insulting and their behavior angers people and fulfills the fears they expressed.  Those who dwell in gloomy outlooks are not always the most pleasant company and hurt their social network.  Those who look for the worst sometimes fail to see the best, such as opportunities which come an go before they can take them.

Spend some time right now thinking about whatever emotional habits you have…how they might have developed and what problems they might be causing for you and others.

Pray that God will help you break whatever unhealthy habits you have.

Tomorrow… since it is Saturday and hopefully you will have some more time….we will have a rare “double session”.  Try to split it up and plan on some extra time.  This can really transform your mind and spirit the way the Bible talks about if you take this seriously

Saturday – Session 1
Those who have habitual emotional responses often have “self talk” or an “inner monologue” that contributes to the problem.  This also has become so habitual, unless people look for it, it happens almost unconsciously.

Rage addicts for example often have thought patterns which go round in circles all the time.  They keep thinking of things that upset them and often fantasize about revenge.  This mental process keeps the anger going and is similar to an alcoholic who always has a bottle in his or her hand.  Anger becomes almost their drug of choice to deal with some type of inner pain they don’t want to face.  Revenge fantasies give a wonderful false sense of power to someone who feels weak.  Such individuals are like rat traps with powerful springs just waiting for the right touch to snap.
Once you realize what is going on and you decide that your drug (anger) is causing you more problems than it is treating…if you want to get over it…you must stop the inner monologue.  This is EXTREMELY difficult as it has likely become as habitual as the anger itself.  It is actually part of you and the process of transforming this inner monologue is not unlike experiencing a death and resurrection.  This is what the Bible is talking about when it talks about “the renewing of your mind”.
…be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what is the good, well-pleasing, and perfect will of God.  Romans 12:2b
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 2 Cor 5:17

When we are baptized we symbolically die and then are resurrected.  Traditionally in the very early churches Christians took on new names at their baptism because they wanted it known that the former person had died and a new one had been born.

You will have to go through all four stages with this new transformation just as we discussed earlier.  First you will have to become aware of the inner monolog which will be almost unnoticeable at first.  Then you have to start arguing with the inner monologue…”Here I go again, thinking about things to stoke my anger, it may seem like something I just have to do….but I have to remind myself that this is just making my problems worse.  I have to stop this!”  You will literally have to do this over and over all day long ….generally for months before the habit will break.  But once it’s gone it will be gone for good.

This same technique will work for jealousy, worry, lust, …any problem…but it needs to be done along with all the other vital habits to be most effective.

Pray that God will give you the persistence to work on your problem until you get over it.  If you have no problem pray that God will help you to be both patient and persistent with those you will help.   After your prayer take a break and then come back for the second session.
Saturday – Session 2
Breaking habits as deep as we have been discussing is not easy and can be extremely discouraging and frustrating.  It helps to get a clear vision of what your life would be like if you or a person you love no longer had the problem.  Once you have this vision start dreaming about it every day and learn to enjoy the feelings that come from it.
Spend some time developing a vision right now and then pray to God about it.

NIV Philippians 4:8

8.  Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable--if anything is excellent or praiseworthy--think about such things.
