
5/13 A War Within Us
Exceptions 

• I'm introducing this because my wonderful wife told me that it's a big missing 
piece in the class so far. 

• Here's what I mean by an exception: 

◦ Let's say instead of a Sunday School class, it's a pastor preaching, and 
the topic is some specific virtue that the Bible encourages. 

◦ The pastor could encourage everyone to seek this virtue. 

▪ Example: Perhaps the pastor encourages everyone to find new 
ways to volunteer in the work of the kingdom.  (In isolation, this 
sounds like a sermon that's works-righteousness-oriented, but 
that's not what I want to focus on.  Such a plea could be made from 
the point of view of gratitude for salvation.) 

▪ Problem: Those with very tender consciences, who are already 
volunteering sacrificially, could think that the message is for them, 
and do more, and get burnt out. 

▪ Another problem: It sounds like the pastor is out of touch with 
reality, not knowing that there are people who are already 
volunteering a lot, and that he doesn't appreciate them.  He comes 
across as a not very discerning person. 

◦ The pastor put no exceptions/disclaimers/boundaries/caveats on the 
message.  Perhaps he should instead encourage people to be more 
discerning with whether or not the message applies to them. 

◦ So he might instead nuance the message with some exceptions, or 
caveats, or boundaries. 

▪ Example: "Not everyone has time to give.  I'm not asking you to 
sacrifice time you should spend calling your mother or tucking your 
kids into bed." 

▪ Problem: Sin is utterly sinful. 

▪ I want to come to church on Sunday morning, sing the 
songs, hear the message, and go, having discharged my 
obligation.  So does everyone else.  We shy away from a 
deep and pervasive relationship with a God who will make 



demands on our lives and our choices. 

▪ In this case, I don't want to be called into sacrificial living.  I 
don't want the sermon that morning to alter what I'm going to 
do for the rest of my life. I have plans and I don't want them 
disrupted. 

▪ Therefore my heart will use any exception or caveat as a 
protective measure against it, and I will very quickly begin to 
have real feelings that the exception applies to me. 
 Everyone will just step through the loophole. 

• So a pastor has this dilemma. 

◦ Mention the loopholes/exceptions, and our sin widens them so that the 
message loses potency. 

◦ Don't mention the loopholes/exceptions, and the message becomes less 
accurate and less sensitive. 

[Before we talk about resolving this dilemma, did I explain the dilemma itself OK?] 

• I know pastors who have explicitly chosen one end of dilemma, actually taking a 
position on which of these they think is the lesser evil. 

◦ In this class in particular, I've been (so far) heavily on one side: not 
mentioning any exceptions. 

◦ The reason for this is that I think I was teaching a lot of these lessons to 
myself, about the problems in my own heart, assuming that you all had the 
same problems, but we are not all exactly alike. 

◦ Also, last week when we talked about self-trust, I had a slide about the 
messages that come from my heart that I implicitly trust, and how that's 
dangerous.  And I still think that in situations of interpersonal conflict, 
where there's criticism and defensiveness and so on, our selfishness 
flares up pretty strongly, and we really should mistrust a lot of our heart's 
messages.  But that's a pretty limited context and we need to talk about 
the notion of self-trust in a broader setting. 

• There are middle roads that avoid these extremes, in which the pastor/teacher 
teases out all the subtleties of how our hearts will want to mishear the message, 
and so on, but: 



◦ that's very hard to do well, and 

◦ it takes a lot of time to deliver such a message. 

• But my wonderful wife has told me that I'm too far on the one end of the 
spectrum, and it's about time to invest some time trying to do that hard thing and 
be more subtle about this message. 

• For instance, I talked about self-trust last time, and she said it may have come 
across too much as if I thought we should always distrust our own point of view, 
and always see everything we think or feel as flawed, which -- she's right -- is not 
accurate.  But it's semi-accurate.  We need to take some time to tease out the 
details. 

[Comments/questions] 

Regarding self-trust specifically, since that was our most recent topic: 
• What does the Bible say - do we trust our hearts or mistrust them?  Well, it sort of 

says both. 

◦ On the one hand, our nature ("flesh") is completely opposed to what is 
right, completely self-oriented. 

◦ On the other hand, if we have faith in Jesus, we are being remade by his 
Spirit, warring against our flesh, and that, too is inside us. 

◦ The result is a war within us.

◦ I'm going to talk for a bit about what the Scripture says about this, and 
then I'm going to ask you: 

▪ Practically, how do you deal with the fact that you have within 
you both trustworthy and untrustworthy messages?  Or put 
another way:

▪ How do you as an individual, in ordinary life, figure out which 
of your thoughts and feelings are from the flesh and which are 
from the Spirit?

◦ So think on that question while I talk about what the Bible says about it, 
and then I'll ask.  That's your advance warning. 



• I'd like to use part of the Westminster Confession of Faith to dig into this issue a 
bit, because it has a chapter on exactly this war. 

◦ As we do so, I want to take a meta-level lesson from the Confession. 

◦ I have on this slide a screenshot; you're not supposed to be able to read 
all the tiny words.  This is the Confession, with Scriptural support texts, 
Chapter XIII. 

◦ I put it up here just so we can notice the relationship between the 
Confession and the Scriptural support texts, which I highlight on the next 
slide. 

◦ Notice: 

▪ The ratio of size is extremely in favor of the Scriptural support texts. 

▪ On a very related note, there are footnotes after every phrase.  The 
authors seem to have been of the opinion that they shouldn't write 
even a portion of a sentence without checking with God to see if it 
was true. 

▪ This is very relevant to what we were just talking about because 
we're talking about our hearts (which includes our mind, our 
feelings, everything about the inner man) and how untrustworthy it 
is, but it's being remade by the spirit. 

▪ So as the Westminster Divines got together, the natural question 
would be: Are we writing something that comes from our own 
corrupt thoughts, or from the work of the Spirit within us? 

▪ So at every point, they returned to what they knew was the voice of 
the Spirit -- the word of God. 

◦ So even before we read what the Confession says, just the way it's written 
is an example to us about how to seek the voice of the Spirit over the 
voice of the flesh. 

◦ Also, I said we were going to dig into what the Bible has to say about 
whether we should trust or mistrust our hearts, then I turned to the 
Confession instead of the Bible.  But of course, that leads us to the Bible 
anyway. 

• First, the Confession's Chapter XIII is on Sanctification. 

◦ It says:  I. They, who are once effectually called, and regenerated, having 



a new heart, and a new spirit created in them, are further sanctified, really 
and personally, through the virtue of Christ's death and resurrection, by 
His Word and Spirit dwelling in them: the dominion of the whole body of 
sin is destroyed, and the several lusts thereof are more and more 
weakened and mortified; and they more and more quickened and 
strengthened in all saving graces, to the practice of true holiness, without 
which no man shall see the Lord. 

◦ Some relevant support texts, which I don't plan to read, but I put here for 
reference if needed:

• Galatians 5:24 - And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh 
with its passions and desires.

• Romans 8:13 - For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the 
Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.

◦ Ephesians 3:13-19 - For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 
from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that according 
to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power 
through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your 
hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may 
have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and 
length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses 
knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

• It continues: II. This sanctification is throughout, in the whole man; yet imperfect 
in this life, there abiding still some remnants of corruption in every part; whence 
arises a continual and irreconcilable war, the flesh lusting against the Spirit, and 
the Spirit against the flesh. 

◦ The topic here is a conflict within each believer.  Verses highlighted by the 
confession about this conflict: 

◦ Romans 7:18-19 - For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my 
flesh.  For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it 
out.  For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I 
keep on doing. 

◦ Galatians 5:17 - For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the 
desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each 
other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do. 

• The chapter concludes with a promise I will not put on a slide, but it states that, 
for believers, although the war may go in the favor of the flesh at times, even 
extended times, there is a promise that God's call cannot be stopped, and you 



will grow, and you will one day be glorified and made perfect. 

◦ II Corinthians 3:18 - And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of 
the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of 
glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit. 

◦ But that is still in the future...It's an important hope so that we do not lose 
heart, but it is not yet our reality. 

• So now that we have a scriptural underpinning to work with, I return to the 
questions I promised earlier that I would be asking: 

◦ Practically, how do you deal with the fact that you have within you 
both trustworthy and untrustworthy messages?  Or put another way:

◦ How do you as an individual, in ordinary life, figure out which of your 
thoughts and feelings are from the flesh and which are from the 
Spirit?

[take responses and discuss] 

• One slide I'd like to contribute to that discussion, to bring up something that will 
probably arise naturally anyway: 

◦ Some things we know are untrustworthy messages; if we're feeling we 
ought to do something that's a known sin, that's always wrong. 

◦ Some things we know are trustworthy messages; if we're feeling an 
impulse to pray, to love, to forgive, that's almost certainly the Spirit. 

◦ But most of life is in the middle category, and in that situation, we need 
wisdom, and we've had entire adult ed classes on that before. 

• Last week, I talked about how I trust myself too much, and I was encouraging us 
to greater self-doubt, sort of assuming you were like me in this flaw. 

◦ And in situations of interpersonal conflict, usually it is the case that both 
people have some measure of selfishness going on, and so that may still 
be good advice in those situations. 

◦ Those situations are on the left side of the spectrum shown on the slide - 



when our instincts are combative and/or divisive toward one another, we 
need to exercise a fair measure of mistrust over our own instincts. 

◦ But I wasn't thinking about the other two categories, and Lydia reminded 
me of some good examples that we should talk over in each of the other 
two categories. 

A woman's point of view (thanks to my wife!) 
• Both examples come from ways in our culture in which women in particular are 

being challenged regarding self-trust. 

◦ In the middle of the spectrum: There's a concept that I hadn't heard of, but 
that Lydia told me about, called the "go-to girl." 

▪ This is the person in, say, your office, that people ask to do any 
task that no one else wants to do, because they know she always 
agrees. 

▪ This can occur in families also, nuclear or extended, such as who 
defaults to being the caregiver. 

▪ This can also be a "go-to guy," but Lydia had heard it as a female 
phrase, perhaps because women may pick up the responsibility 
slack for others in their environment more than men do. 

▪ The impulse to do favors for others is neither always right nor 
always wrong. 

▪ Sometimes you might want to trust that instinct and be 
generous and showing love. 

▪ Other times you might want to mistrust it, because you're 
being misused, or being fearful, or enabling laziness, or 
becoming resentful.

▪

• We've seen many women speak out recently against abusers who told them that 
the right thing to do was to quietly submit to the abuser's will. 

◦ The #metoo movement is all over the news, and it's about women who 
were pressured into letting someone else have their way. 

◦ There are contracts that people are asked to sign that make staying quiet 
a legal requirement. 



◦ This situation is in the right-hand side of the spectrum on the slide - the 
victim's instincts are right, they are coming from a God-given sense of 
right and wrong, but their environment is pressuring them to ignore those 
instincts, even though they should be trusted. 

• So last week I wasn't specific enough; a blanket encouragement toward greater 
self-doubt is not always warranted. 

◦ I didn't mention any exceptions. 

◦ As you can see, mentioning the exceptions takes more time and makes 
the issue more complicated, but in this case it was necessary, or I was 
advocating something that just wasn't always right. 

• But I do think that the comments I made last week, when taken in the all-too-
common context of an argument between two people, can still be helpful.

•

[Any other comments on self-trust, or on the variety of things that come out of our 
hearts?] 

I have three closing comments, and they're about these other two areas, of when our 
impulses are neutral/dependant, and when they're known to be trustworthy. 

First, in the realm of instincts that are sometimes trustworthy and sometimes not (middle 
of the spectrum): 

• Let me return for a moment to the example of the person who, say, in a family, is 
always serving others. 

◦ We might be tempted to classify that on the right-hand end of the 
spectrum. 

◦ Jesus spent his whole live serving others, and we are called to be like him, 
taking up our cross daily, right? 

◦ Although he is indeed a wonderful example for how to live, we have limits, 
and there are times when it's OK to say we have reached them. 

◦ Especially if going past those limits would lead to resentment or burnout, 
which benefit no one, and actually do me harm. 

◦ At that point, we might need to begin introducing a little self-doubt: Am I 
serving out of love or out of obligation or guilt?  Is this healthy? 



• The second is that in most healthy, long-term relationships, service typically goes 
in both directions. 

◦ You can think of siblings or spouses or old friends or whatever long-term 
relationship you like. 

◦ If there's a season of one person being selfless toward the other (such as 
someone moving to another state to follow their spouse's job) then the 
beneficiary of that selfless act should want to one day be able to make a 
similar sacrifice in return. 

◦ And consequently, the giver in that case can't stay the giver always. 

◦ The relationship deepens if each is allowed to be the selfless one 
sometimes, and the other the beneficiary. 

◦ That is, there can be a seasonality to how we serve one another, and that 
makes a relationship strong. 

[Any comments about either of those things?] 

Second, in the realm of instincts that are always trustworthy (right hand end of the 
spectrum): 
The Confession has something to say about this as well, in Chapter XX, on the 
conscience. 

• II. God alone is Lord of the conscience, and has left it free from the doctrines and 
commandments of men, which are, in any thing, contrary to His Word;... 

◦ God is the one who created our conscience and made it function the way 
it does. 

◦ Your God-given conscience is not obligated to feel guilt over any man-
made law that contradicts his Word. 

◦ This directly relates to those times when you are feeling pressured to 
mistrust a good instinct that God has placed within you. 

◦ The confession is saying that you need not bind your conscience to any 
ungodly influences from this world. 

• One of its proof texts is Acts 5:27-29, when Peter and the apostles are being 
questioned by the high priest. 



◦ And when they had brought them, they set them before the council. And 
the high priest questioned them, saying, “We strictly charged you not to 
teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching, 
and you intend to bring this man's blood upon us.”  But Peter and the 
apostles answered, "We must obey God rather than men." 

◦ Here's a situation in which the apostles were doing exactly as Jesus had 
commanded them to do in the Great Commission. 

◦ And yet the world was, with spiritual authority and military force, telling 
them to doubt that. 

◦ Their response shows that they have no regrets or doubts even in the face 
of disobeying a command from the high priest. 

◦ Where did they get this power?  By knowing what God has said. 

• Several of its other proof texts encourage us to trust God's Word above 
everything in this world. 

◦ Galatians 5:1 - For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, 
and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.

◦

◦ Isaiah 8:20 - To the teaching and to the testimony!  If they will not speak 
according to this word, it is because they have no dawn. 

◦ Jeremiah 8:9 - The wise man shall be put to shame; they shall be 
dismayed and taken; behold, they have rejected the word of the LORD, so 
what wisdom is in them? 

• Think back to the question I asked you earlier, about knowing that we sometimes 
have godly impulses and sometimes ungodly, and how do we deal with that 
practically? 

◦ These verses are saying that one important thing is to know God's Word. 

◦ Then we will know, when an impulse put in us by the Spirit arises, that it is 
exactly that, because we know what kinds of things God calls us to. 

◦ Then we can be confident and not fear or heed any pressure that comes 
against the impulses put in us by the Spirit. 


