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Learning Outcome:

This summary will enable you to understand what the situation in a person’s life
entails, and what the change in a person’s heart implies according to the Bible.

Assignment for self-study -2.4.1.8

Master this summary to direct your thinking when counseling. Do this by asking the
questions in the summary and writing down your own answer to the question.

These questions should assist with the development of the skill to determine the motives
(which direct behaviour) of other people.

Assignment for self-study – 2.4.1.9
Find these passages from Scripture in each question and try to determine the
meaning of each specific passage in Scripture.
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1. What are the most common words the Bible uses to talk about what’s wrong
with people?

Idolatry and lust are summary terms for what is wrong with people spiritually.
Both “idols” and “lusts” have become almost useless to modem readers of the
Bible. Idolatry is reduced to visible images; lust is reduced to sexual desire. They
are terms which you ought to learn, to understand and use skillfully.

People turn from God to serve idols and lusts. In the Old Testament, idolatry
typically summarizes how people go astray. In the New Testament, lust of the
flesh typically summarizes what is wrong: Eph 2:1-3; James 1:14f; 2 Peter 1:4;
this doesn’t mean that the OT is extemalistic. There are places where the
problem of idolatry is internalized (e.g. Ezek 14) and visible idolatry always
expresses a defection of heart from God. There are places where the human
heart is described as insane (EccI 9:3), evil (Gen 6:5), full of cravings and lies,
uncircumcised, hard, blind, and so forth, in the NT sinful desires are equated with
idolatry (e.g., Col 3:5 & Eph 5:5). Idolatry can summarize every false, life-
controlling master (1 John 5:21)

2. Why do people do specific ungodly things?

Lusts of the flesh. Specific ruling desires -- lusts or cravings or pleasures --
create thorns. Inordinate desires explain and organize diverse bad fruit: word,
deeds, emotions, thoughts, plans, and attitudes. For this connection between
motive and fruit, see Galatians 5:16 - 6:10; James 1:13-16; James 3:14 - 4:12. In
modern language (both casual use by individuals and formalized in counseling
theories) such sinful cravings often masquerade as expectations, goals, felt
needs, wishes, demands, longings, drives, and so forth.

3. But what’s wrong with wanting things that seem good?

The evil in our desires often lies not in what we want but that we want is too
much. Natural affections (for any good thing) become inordinate, ruling desires.
We are meant to be ruled by godly passions and desires. Natural desires for
blessings are meant to exist subordinate to our desire to please the Giver of gifts.
Sometimes the object of desire itself is evil: e.g., to kill someone, to steal. But
often the object of desire is good, and the evil lies in the lordship of the desire.
Our will replaces Gods as that which determines how we live.

4. Why don’t people see this as the problem?

Our desires deceive us because they present themselves as so plausible. Natural
affections become ‘warped and monstrous, and so blind us. Who wouldn’t want
good health, financial comfort, a loving spouse, good kids, success on the job,
kind parents, tasty food, a life without traffic jams, and control over
circumstances? The lusts of the flesh are by their very nature lying rulers. They
promise blessing but deliver sin and death.



Some sins are “high-handed,” done with full awareness of choice (Psalm 19:13).
Other sins reflect the blind, dark, habitual, compulsive, hardened, ignorant,
confused, instinctive insanity for sin: Genesis 6:5; Psalm 19:12; Ecclesiastes 9:3;
Jeremiah 17:9; Ephesians 4:17-22; 1 Timothy 1:13; 2 Peter 2:10-22. One of the
joys of biblical counseling comes when you are able to turn on the lights in
another person’s dark room.

5. Does each person have one ‘root sin’?

With good reason, the Bible usually refers to the “lusts” (plural) of the flesh. The
human heart can generate a lust tailored to any situation. Cravings boil up within
us; the mind of man is a factory of idols; we are infested with lusts. Certainly one
particular craving may so frequently or habitually appear that is seems to be a
“root sin”: love of mammon, fear of man and craving for approval, love of
preeminence, desire for pleasure, and so forth, can dictate much of life! But all
people have all the typical cravings.

Realizing the diversity in human lusts gives great flexibility and penetration to
counseling. For example, one lust can generate very diverse sins, as 1 Timothy
6:10 states. Every one of the Ten Commandments -- and more -- can be broken
by someone who loves and serves money. On the flip side, a single behavioral
sin can emerge from very different lusts. For example, an act of sexual immorality
might occur for many different reasons: erotic pleasure, financial advantage,
revenge on a spouse or parent, fear of saying no to an authority, pursuit of
approval and affirmation, enjoyment of power over another person’s sexual
response, to gain social status or career advancement, feeling sorry for someone
and playing the Saviour, fear of losing a potential marriage partner, escape from a
feeling of boredom, peer pressure, and so forth! Wise counselors dig for
specifics. They don’t assume all people have the same characteristic flesh, or
that a person always does a certain thing for the same reasons. The flesh is
creative in iniquity.

6. How can you tell if a desire is inordinate rather than natural?

By their fruits you know them. Human motivation is not a theoretical mystery that we
must speculate about. Evil desires produce bad fruits that can be seen, heard, felt
(James 1:15, 3:16). For example, a father who wants his child to grow up to become a
Christian reveals the status of that desire by whether he is a good father or a
manipulative, fearful, angry, suspicious father. A wife who wants to be loved reveals the
status of that desire by whether she loves and respects her husband. Visible fruit reveals
whether God rules or a lust rules.

7. Is it even right to talk about the heart, since the Bible teaches that the heart is
unsearchable and unknowable to anyone but God? (1 Sam 16:7; Jer 17:9)

No one but God can explain or control another person’s heart and its choices.
He is the heart-knower and heart-changer. There is no underlying reason why a person
serves a particular lust rather than God; it is irrational and insane. And there is no
therapeutic technique which can change hearts. But the Bible teaches us on every page



that we can describe what rules the heart. Effective biblical ministry probes and
addresses why people do things. For example, Saul visibly disobeyed God for a reason:
he feared the people and listened to their voice, instead of fearing God and listening to
His voice (1 Sam 15:24). For example, behaviour evidences that people trust in idols,
themselves, and others, instead of trusting in God (Jer 17:1-8). For example,
interpersonal conflicts arise because of lusts (James 4:2).

8. Doesn’t the word lusts properly apply only to bodily appetites: the pleasures
and comforts of sex, food, drink, rest, exercise, health?

People follow the desires of body and mind (Eph 2:3). Bodily appetites are
certainly powerful masters unto sin. But desires of the mind — for power, human
approval, success, preeminence, saving account ownership, and so forth -- are
also potent masters. The desires of the mind, often present the most subtle and
deceitful lusts, because their outcomes are not always obvious.

9. What about fears? They seem as important in human motivation as cravings.
Fear and desire are two sides of a single coin. A sinful fear is a craving for something
not to happen. If I want money, I fear poverty with its deprivations and humiliations, and
vice versa. If I long to be loved, I’m terrified of rejections. If I fear pain or hardship, I crave
comfort or pleasure. With some people the fear may be more pronounced than the
desire, and wise counseling will work with what is pronounced. For example, a person
who grew up during the Great Depression might manifest mammon worship through a
fear of poverty that shows up in anxiety, hoarding, repeated calculations of financial
worth, and so forth. A 1980s yuppie might manifest mammon worship through
unchecked consumer spending.

10. Do people ever have conflicting motives?
Certainly. The conflict between sinful lusts and the Holy Spirit’s desires within the
Christian life is given in (Galatians 5:16f). Just as people often have mixed motives
(some good, some bad), they may also have conflicting motives. Two sinful cravings may
be in conflict. For example, a person might want to steal something, but will hold back
out of fear of what his friends might think of him if they found out. In this example,
mammon worship and social approval both present themselves as options for the flesh,
and the heart inclined to the latter. People often prioritize their desires, and they may
arrange the priorities different y in different situations.

11. How does thinking about lusts relate to other ways of talking about sin, such
as “sin nature,” “self,” “pride,” “autonomy,” “unbelief” and "self-centeredness”?
These words are general terms that summarize the problem of sin. One of the beauties
of identifying ruling desires is that they are so specific and can enable specific
repentance and specific change. For example, a person who becomes angry in a traffic
jam may say, “I know the anger is sin, and it comes from self.” That’s true as far as it
goes. But it is helpful to take self-knowledge a step further. “I cursed in anger because I
craved to get to my appointment on time, I feared criticism from the person waiting for
me, and I feared losing a sale.” Repentance and change can become more specific
when the person identifies these three lusts that expressed the lordship of “self’ in this
particular incident.

The Bible discusses sin in an astonishing variety of ways, bringing out nuances.
Sometimes Scripture addresses sin at the general level: e.g., Luke 9:23-26 on



“self’; Proverbs on the ‘fool”. At other times Scripture increases the microscope’s
power and treats a particular theme of sin: e.g., Philippians 3 on the pursuit of
self- righteousness; e.g. 1 Timothy 6 on love of money. In still other places, the
Bible speaks of sinful desires that lead to sin, and invites us to make specific
application:
e.g. James 1:14f & 3:14 - 4:12. We could diagram this roughly as follows:
general terms, mid-level typical patterns, detail level specifics.

General terms
Pride, self, self-centeredness, self-trust, autonomy, flesh, old nature, fool, evil

Sampling of typical
Themes, patterns &
Families of idolatry

Self-exaltation, control, fear of man, physical pleasure, self-righteousness, false
or comfort, religions

Specific desires

Myriad of specific, individualized desires that express ‘self’s’ typical themes and
patterns

Figure 9

12. In counseling do you just confront a person with his sinful cravings?

Wise counselors don’t “just confront anything. They do many different things that
make confrontation timely and effective. (See the Methods of Biblical Change
portion of the module.) Counselors don’t see the heart, only the evidences, so
there is certain tentativeness appropriate to discussing motives.

But that doesn’t mean we can’t tackle such issues. Remember that 2 Tim 3:16
begins with ‘teaching”. Good teaching (for example, on how Galatians 5 and
James 1 connect outward sins to inward cravings) helps people examine and



come to know themselves. Experience with people will make you “case wise” to
typical connections (e.g., the varied motives for immorality mentioned in question
5). Probing questions (“What did you want/expect/fear when you blew up at your
wife?”) help a person reveal his ruling lusts to himself and to the counselor. See
“X-ray Questions” (below) for more examples.

In the light of self-knowledge before God’s face (Hebrews 4:12f, the Gospel offers
many promises: mercy, help, the Shepherd’s care in a life of progressive
sanctification (Hebrews 4:13-16). “The entry of Your words brings light” (Ps
119:132). Repentance and faith can become vigorous and intelligent in a person
who sees both his false gods and his outward sins. The patterns, themes or
tendencies of the heart do not usually yield to a once-for-all repentance: try
dealing one mortal blow to your pride, fear of man, love of pleasure or desire to
control your world, and you will realize why Jesus spoke Luke 9:23! But genuine
progress will occur where the Holy Spirit is at work.

Work hard and carefully, both on motivation issues and behaviour (Romans 13:14
the lusts of the, flesh versus the varied deeds of darkness).
“The Christian life is a yo-yo .... in the hands of a Man who is walking up a flight
of stairs . ... and the object is to shorten the string so you remain closer to His
hand”. (Clair Davis)

13. Can You Change What You Want?

Yes and Amen!! This is central to the work of the Holy Spirit in leading us with an
intimate hand (Gal 5:16-25; Romans 6:16-18; 8:12-16; Psalm 23:3). You always
love, trust desire, believe, fear, obey, long for, value, treasure, pursue, seek,
hope, serve ... SOMETHING. We might say that the human heart is a “transitive
verb”, taking a direct object! Your life is always directed towards something, and
the great question is what that something is.

Your natural, instinctive desires are not a given. God never promises to give you
what you want, to meet your felt needs and longings. In fact, the Bible challenges
the things everybody, everywhere, tends to want. God challenges what “the
gentiles eagerly pursue” (Matthew 6:32), and varied objects of “youthful lusts” (2
Tim 2:22). God tells you to be ruled by other, different desires. God changes what
you desire. God insists that He be first, and all lesser loves be radically
subordinate (Matthew 22:37-40; Luke 9:23-25; Luke 14:26-33).

What are the “desires of body and mind” (Eph 2:3) that people naturally serve?
Desires of the body include life itself, health, air, clothing and shelter, water, food,
sexual pleasure, exercise and rest. Desires of the mind include money and
possessions, being loved and accepted, respect, aesthetic pleasure, marriage
and family, and so forth. God refuses to serve your instinctive longings, but
commands you to be ruled by other longings. What God commands, He also
provides the power to accomplish: Phil 2:12f.

A wise pastor, Stephen Charnock once wrote about ‘the expulsive power of a
new affection”. New ruling desires expel lesser masters from the throne of you
life. What are the new and different motives that are to rule in renewed hearts?
What are the OBJECTS of desire that the Bible describes as characteristic of the
new, listening heart that God puts in to replace your instinctive, self-centered
heart of stone? (Ezek 36:25-28; Jer 31:33)? Study the following sampler to get a
start on this question: Psalm 73:25, 28; Psalm 42:11; Philippians 3:8, 10; Luke



11:9-13; Matthew 13:45; 6:9-13; 6:32f; Matthew 5:6; Proverbs 3:15; 8:11; 2
Timothy 3:12; 2 Timothy 2:22; Philippians 1:20; Romans 5:2; 8:18-25; Philippians
3:11, 21; Revelation 22:20; Philippians 3:20; 1 Peter 1:13.

2.4.1.9 X-RAY QUESTIONS

The following list of questions is an aid in discerning and exploring the patterns of a
person’s motivation. The goal of such understanding is to unveil and dethrone ungodly
masters that occupy positions of authority in the human heart.

These questions reveal your “functional gods”, what or who actually controls your
actions, thoughts, emotions, attitudes, memories and anticipations. Note well: your
“functional gods in a particular situation often stand diametrically opposed to your
“professed God”. Unbelievers are wholly owned by their ungodly motives. True believers
are often severely compromised, distracted and divided. Sanctification purifies both your
“heart” and your “members”.

These questions are “Why?” questions, framed concretely -- as “What?” questions -- in
order to draw out what gives specific direction to a person’s life. “Why are you angry?
Why do you manipulate him? Why are you anxious in that situation? Why do you have a
problem of lust at that particular time? Why do you drink to excess?” The Bible — the
penetrating and light- giving Word of the Searcher of hearts -- is concerned to pierce
below surface behaviours and symptoms in order to expose your motives. Reorienting
your motives through the grace of the gospel can follow on conviction of your particular
forms of disorientation.

Any of these questions can be asked directly in this or appropriately altered form. But
they are not always questions to ask directly. Sometimes it is better simply to listen and
observe, combing through the fruit in a person’s life for the pattern that reveals the heart.

If minds are to be renewed, if hearts are to be progressively transformed, if the
knowledge of God is to grow, if double-mindedness is to be converted into simple
devotion to Christ, then you must accurately grasp these issues. Heartfelt love for Jesus
Christ hangs on such intelligent conviction.

Notice that each question circles around the same basic issue: Who or what is your
God? Many of the questions simply come from taking the verb that relates man to God:
love, trust, fear, hope, seek, obey, take refuge, and the like. Each verb may be turned
into a question. So these questions pose the same general question in many ways. in
individual situations different times, places, people -- one or another may be more
appropriate and helpful. Different ways of formulating the motivation question will ring the
bells for different people.

These questions can be used in several different ways. Each can be focused
“microscopically”, to dissect one particular incident in a person’s life. Or each can be
focused “wide angle”, to illuminate recurrent and typical patterns that characterize a
person’ entire life.

The Biblical references are meant to be “pump primers” to get you thinking. They barely
scratch the surface of the Bible’s treatment of what motivates people. Be sure to ask the
questions first “existentially”. What is motivating you or another? Do not run to the
“Christian right answer” without working hard and honestly to analyze deviant “functional
gods”. Intelligent repentance will make the right answers really right.
1. What do you want, desire and wish for? Whose desires do you obey?



Galatians 5:16-25; Ephesians 2:3, 4:22; 1 Peter 1:14, 2:11, 4:2; 2 Peter 1:4, 2:10;
James 1:14, 4:1-3; Proverbs 10:3, 10:28, 11:6; Psalm 17:14, 73:23-28.

2. What do you seek, aim for, pursue? What are your goals and expectations?

Matthew 6:23; 2 Timothy 2:22.

3. Where do you bank your hopes?

1 Peter 1:13; 1 Timothy 6:17.

4. What do you fear? What do you not want? What do you tend to worry about?

Matthew 6 :25-32, 13:22.

5. What do you feel like doing? (Compare X- ray question 1)

Ruth 1: 16 – 18; Joshua 24 : 16 – 18; Psalm 40 : 9; Psalm 101

6. What do you think you need? What are your “felt needs”?

Matthew 6:8-15; 6:25-32.

7. What are your plans, agendas, strategies and intentions designed to
accomplish? (Compare X- ray question 2)

Jeremiah 6 : 13; 22 : 17; Ezekiel 34 : 1-2

8. What makes you tick? What sun does your planet revolve around? What is your
garden of delight? What lights up you world? What is your fountain of life and
satisfaction? What is the food that makes your life go?

Isaiah 1:29; 50:10; Jeremiah 2:13, 17:13; Matthew 4:4,5:6; John 4:32-34,6:25-69.

9. Where do you find refuge, safety, comfort, escape, security?

Psalm 23, 27, 31 and about 2/3s of the rest of the Psalms.

10. What or whom do you trust?

Proverbs 3:5, 11:28,12:15.

11. Whose performance matters? On whose shoulders does the well-being of your
world rest?

Philippians 1:6; 2:13, 3:3-11, 4:13; Psalm 49:13;

12. Who must you please? Whose opinion of you counts? From whom do you
desire approval and fear rejection? Whose value system do you measure yourself
against? In whose eyes are you living?

Philippians 1:6,2:13,3:3-11,4:13; Psalm 49:13

13. What do you love? Hate?



Matthew 22:37-39; 2 Timothy 3:2-4: Luke 16:13-14.

14. Who are your role models? What kind of person do you think you ought to be
or do you want to be?

Romans 8:29; Ephesians 4:24; Colossians 3:10
.
15. On your death bed, what would sum up your life as worthwhile? What really
matters? What gives your life meaning?

Ecclesiastes.

16. How do you define success or failure in any particular situation?

1 Corinthians 10:24-27.

17. What would make you feel rich, secure, prosperous? What would make you
happy?

Proverbs 3:13-18, 8:l6, 8:17-21; Matthew 6:19-21

18. What would bring you the greatest pleasure, happiness and delight? The
greatest pain and misery?

Matthew 5:3-11; Psalm 1,35; Jeremiah 17:7!; Luke 6:27-42.

19. Whose victory or success would make your life happy? How do you define
victory and success?

Romans 8:37-39; Revelation 2:7, etc.; Psalms 96-99.

20. What do you see as your rights? What do you feel entitled to?

I Corinthians 9; Romans 5:6-10.

21. In what situations do you feel pressured or tense? Confident and relaxed?
When you are pressured, where do you turn? What do you think about? What are
your escapes? What do you seek to escape from?

Psalms of refuge.

22. What do you want to get out of life? What payoff do you seek out of the things
you do? “What do you get out of doing that”?

Proverbs 3:13-18.

23. What do you pray for?

James 4:3

24. What do you think about most often? What preoccupies or obsesses you? In
the morning, to what does your mind drift instinctively? What is your mindset?



Colossians 3:1-5; Philippians 3:19; Romans 8:5-16.

25. What do you talk about? What is important to you?

Luke 6:45; Proverbs 10:19.

26. How do you spend your time? What are your priorities?

Proverbs 1:16; 10:4, 23:19-21, 24:33

27. What are your characteristic fantasies, either pleasurable or fearful?
Daydreams? What do your night dreams revolve around? (Compare X- ray
questions 1 and 4)

28. What are the beliefs that you hold about life, God, yourself, others? What is
your world view, your personal “mythology that structures the way you look at and
interpret things? What do you value?

See the entire Bible, as it seeks to renew darkened minds from falsehood.

29. What are your idols or false gods? In what do you place your trust, or set your
hopes? What do you turn to or seek? Where do you take refuge? Who is the
savior, judge, controller in your world? Who do you serve? What “voice” controls
you?

See the entire Bible as it seeks to deliver people from idols to serve the living and
true God; Ezekiel 14:1-B, Colossians 3:5; Ephesians 5:5; 1 John 5:21; Jeremiah
17:5; James 4:11-12.

30. How do you live for yourself?

Luke 9:23-25.

31. When do you implicitly say, “If only .... “(get what you want, avoid what you
don’t want, keep what you have).

1 Kings 21:1-7; Hebrews 11: 25; Philippians 3:4-11

32. What instinctively seems and feels right to you? What are your opinions,
things you feel are true? What instinctively drives and motivates you?

Judges 21:25; Proverbs 14:12; Isaiah 53: 6; Philippians 3:19; Romans 16:18.
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