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HOW YOU THINK DETERMINES HOW YOU 
LIVE 

 
 
Here’s one thing I know for sure. 
It begins in the mind. 
 
What? 
Just about everything. 
 
Failure and success. 
Happiness and misery. 
Faith and doubt. 
Action and procrastination. 
 
They all begin in the mind. 
What you think matters. 
And how you think matters. 
 
That’s why you can put two people in the same situation, 
 and you’ll get two very different reactions. 
One of the gifts you receive being a pastor 
 is you get invited into the lives of people. 
You are brought into their greatest joys 
 and their biggest problems. 
 
And after nearly 30 years, 
 you’ve seen just about everything. 
More than once –  
 in fact, many times. 
And you’re able to observe that two people can be in the very 
  same situation and react in very dissimilar ways. 
 
Two folks can be in the same negative situation 
 and one focuses on his blessings 
  and the other is fixated on is problems. 
One lives with joy 
 and the other is angry and miserable. 
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Two guys can have the same positive things going on in their lives 
 and one is thrilled and happy 
 and the other is anxious and worried 
  because he’s afraid, 
   maybe even certain. 
  that all this good stuff’s not going to last. 
 
People are different. 
Christian people are different. 
 
People who believe the same things are different. 
 
Who God is, 
 who Jesus is, 
 how we become right with God. 
The authority of the Bible, 
 the goodness of God, 
 the love of Christ. 
What’s important in life. 
 
Two people can believe the same things  
 and still have very different reactions to the same events. 
 
Why? 
Because it’s not just what you think that matters. 
It’s how you think. 
 
Broad generalization; 
 Some of us tend to think in positive terms. 
 Others of us, 
  it’s our natural inclination to see the proverbial glass half empty. 
 
Here’s what I’ve learned. 
Positive is better than negative. 
 
People are happier and healthier, 
 they are more able to influence others for good, and 
 they are more likely to experience the power of God in their lives 
if they approach life with a positive outlook. 
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That doesn’t mean ignoring reality. 
It doesn’t mean pretending that everyone’s really good inside, 
 or that everything is beautiful if you just look at it the right way, 
 or that every event is somehow God’s perfect will. 
 
But it does mean 
 looking for the good, 
 believing that even our worst days come bearing gifts, and 
 trusting that God can bring something positive out of every negative. 
 
I’ve told you before that I struggle to be positive. 
 
I am a first-born child. 
That means I feel responsible for just about everything. 
 
I’m a perfectionist. 
That means I can’t enjoy anything until it’s perfect. 
And if you’re a perfectionist, 
 it means nothing is ever perfect, 
 especially if you’re the one doing it. 
 
Responsible for everything. 
Can’t enjoy anything. 
It’s a perfect recipe for being negative. 
 
So, what I’m going to talk about this morning 
 may very well apply more to me than it does to you. 
But I hope you’ll get something out of it. 
 
What have I learned from the people I have known  
 over the past thirty years? 
And what have I learned by observing myself? 
 
Happiness and contentment are not determined by: 
 how much you have, 
 what has or has not happened in our lives, or 
 whether or not life has been fair, or 
 whether or not we have problems. 
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More than anything else, happiness is determined by our  
 attitude. 
 
Our approach to life. 
How we think, 
 not just what we think. 
 
Being positive is the same thing as having faith. 
 
Faith is a conviction about and a commitment to the truths found in the  
 Scriptures. 
Most importantly 
 in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
  as God’s definitive work in bring us into a right relationship with  
  himself. 
 
But I do know this: you can believe all the right things 
 and still be negative, 
 and if you are,  
you will never know the joy or the fulfillment 
 or have the influence for God’s Kingdom 
you were meant to have. 
 
First big question for the morning. 
 
WHERE DO NEGATIVE ATTITUDES ORIGINATE? 
 
One is 
 
1. FROM THE PEOPLE WE ARE AROUND. 
 
And especially important are the people who raised us. 
Our parents or others who raised us 
 have a huge impact on how we look at life. 
 
 
Children are taught by their parents  
 how to view the world, 
 how to handle problems, and 
 how to expect that life will treat you. 
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Whether you grow up seeing the world as a friendly or threatening, 
 whether you see life as a blessing or a curse, 
 whether you grow up seeing problems as a natural part of life that you can  
  overcome,  
 or as unfair attacks personally visited upon you 
  that shouldn’t be and can’t be remedied, 
will be greatly determined by your parents, 
 and more by their example than by their words. 
 
Look at this quote from two psychiatrists Drs. Minirth and Meier. 
   
Drs. Minirth and Meier: Individuals who spend their entire childhood  
 identifying with negativistic, chronically depressed parents are going to  
 learn similar attitudes. 
 
But it’s also true when we get older. 
Attitudes are like the flu. 
We often catch them from the people we’re around. 
 
I Corinthians 15.33: Do not be misled: bad company corrupts good morals. 
 Paraphrased: The people around you will influence you. 
 
The people you hang out with will influence your beliefs, your morals, 
 your attitudes and how you look at the world. 
 
Negative attitudes can also be generated  
 
2. FROM THE EVENTS WHICH KNOCK US DOWN. 
 
They don’t have to, 
 but hurtful events often lead to negative, pessimistic attitudes. 
 
Get burned in a relationship, 
 get cheated in business, 
 have your hopes and your dreams 
  come crumbling down around you, 
 and it becomes harder to dream and to expect good things to happen in the 

      future. 
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Mark Twain: The cat, having sat upon a hot stove lid, will not sit upon a 
 hot stove lid again. But he won't sit upon a cold stove lid, either. 
 
The point: Don’t learn too much from a negative experience. 
 
When negative events that knock us down 
 teach us not to trust and not to look for opportunities and not to believe 
 that God’s plan for us is truly good, 
then we have learned too much  
 and we’ll miss out on many of the blessings and much of the joy of life. 
 
3. FROM A DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILY BACKGROUND. 
 
This is different from growing up in a family that is generally negative 
 and learning to see life the same way. 
 
Dysfunctional families create in children  
 
A. Low self-esteem: I don’t deserve to be happy. 
 
In this setting the child is taught 
 I’m not smart enough, 
 I’m not good enough, 
 I don’t do enough, 
 I don’t perform well enough  
to be happy or to expect success in the future. 
 
And dysfunctional families often create a need for  
 
B. High self-protection: I won’t be disappointed again. 
 
Often in dysfunctional families things will get better for awhile. 
And the children get hopeful. 
Maybe the craziness will stop  
 and our family will be normal. 
 
But then dad starts drinking again. 
Or mom starts raging again. 
Or the beatings start up again. 
Or the family has to move again. 
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And the child determines that he will never set himself up again. 
He’s never again going to believe that things will get better 
 and be disappointed all over again. 
 
It’s easier to expect the worst 
 than take the chance of believing something good will happen 
 and get hurt one more time. 
 
(Making Peace with Your Past) 
 
4. From a Perfectionistic Personality. 
 
I won’t go into how we end up this way, 
 but if you’re a perfectionist, 
 you focus on what’s not right, 
and if you try you’ll always find a reason 
 that some event, 
  some person, 
  some opportunity 
 simply isn’t good enough to be enjoyed or appreciated the way it is. 
 
And you’ll be negative. 
 
Next big question: 
 
WHAT DOES NEGATIVITY DO TO US? 
 
Why does it rob us of the joy we were meant to experience? 
 
We’re going to breeze through these. 
 
Negative thinking: 
 
1. IT TURNS OUR OPPORTUNITIES INTO OBSTACLES. 
 
 
The difference between an obstacle and an opportunity is often: how we  
 choose to see it. 
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A few weeks ago, 
I mentioned my friend who wanted to play professional baseball but was  
 too slow. 
If you remember I told you that he began his own oil and gas company, 
 and has done very well 
 and has been extremely generous where he and his wife are members. 
 
Here’s how he began his business. 
He was in his late twenties during the bust of the 80’s, 
 working for a large oil company downtown. 
And instead of thinking what can I do to hold onto my job, 
 he told his wife. 
 
“We’ve talked about owning our own company. 
If there’s ever going to be a good time to start, 
 this is it. 
There are going to be all kinds of properties for sale 
 and at great prices. 
I think I should quit my job 
 and we should launch out on our own.” 
 
I can assure you 
 that would not have been my normal reaction. 
But instead of seeing an obstacle, 
 Mike saw an opportunity. 
 
Will you experience life as a series of exciting opportunities 
 or as foreboding wall of obstacles? 
An amazing adventure that God has put before you 
 or a succession of frustrations and problems? 
 
Your attitude will determine your answer. 
 
Secondly, negativity 
 
 
2. IT LIMITS OUR POTENTIAL. 
 
The person who says, “I can,” and the person who says “I can’t” are both  
 right. 
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Maybe you’ve heard the proverb: 
 Blessed is he who expects little for he shall not be disappointed. 
 
Look throughout the Scriptures, 
 and you’ll find that when God calls someone to serve him in a great way, 
 the response is almost always: I can’t. 
I’ve been talking about this the last few weeks in Harvest, 
 so I won’t belabor it. 
But we almost always believe we are capable of less than we are. 
 
You are the extraordinary creation of an extraordinary God who gifted 
 you with extraordinary talents so you could make an extraordinary 
 contribution to the work he’s doing in the world. 
What keeps you from fulfilling your potential and doing what God 
 wants you to do and living the life God wants you to live? 
Very often it’s nothing more than a negative outlook on life 
 and negative beliefs about yourself. 
 
That leads to point three. 
Negativity 
 
3. IT HINDERS WHAT GOD CAN DO IN OUR LIVES. 
 
Mark’s Gospel tells us that Jesus went to his hometown, 
 and he began to teach in the synagogue 
 and perform some miracles. 
But then the people said, 
 Wait a minute, 
  isn’t this the carpenter, 
  isn’t this Mary’s son, 
  isn’t this the kid we used to know when he was young. 
 
And Mark says “they took offense at him,” 
 and wanted to know who does this guy think he is. 
 
 
Jesus responded, “A prophet is not without honor except in his own  
 town, among his relatives and in his own home.”   
 
And then look what Mark writes. 
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Mark 6.5-6:  He could not do any miracles there….  He was amazed at their 

     lack of faith. 
 
Matthew softens that and writes: He did not do many miracles there. 
 
Either way you get the point. 
 
Jesus performed miracles wherever he went, 
 except in his own hometown. 
Why? 
 Because they were negative about him and what he could do. 
 
Did Jesus have any less power in Nazareth than he did anywhere else? 
Did he have any less compassion, 
 any less desire to heal the sick? 
No – there was only one difference. 
 
The people of Nazareth were negative and skeptical, 
  rather than positive and full of faith. 
 
Again, faith is not denying reality 
 or ignoring how bad things truly are. 
 
Faith is believing that God can 
 and trusting that God will 
 work in our negative situations to bring good into our lives 
  and do his will. 
We were made to have God active in our lives, 
 doing great things in us and though us. 
And negativity, 
 a lack of faith, 
will limit God’s work in our lives. 
 
4. IT REPELS POSITIVE PEOPLE AND ATTRACTS NEGATIVE  
 PEOPLE . 
 
Sometimes opposites attract. 
It works that way with the positive and the negative poles of a magnet, 
 but it doesn’t work that way with people. 



 11 

Positive people, 
 people who are full of faith, and 
 people who are looking for the best, 
don’t want any more time with critical, negative people 
 than they have to. 
 
Positive folks will flock to positive folks 
 and make each other better. 
And negative people will flock to negative people 
 and make each other worse. 
 
Most organizations have one or two folks that everyone seeks out to  
 complain to, 
Not because they can do anything about the problems, 
 but because the complainer knows that they will listen. 
 
Churches have them to. 
I had a guy at another church who wormed his way onto the building  
 committee, 
and was negative about everything. 
And he’d come to me and say, 
 I hate telling you this, but you need to know it. 
And then he’d tell me a bunch of negative stuff, 
 and he’d always end up by saying, 
I don’t know why people come to me with all of this. 
 
Finally I told him. 
I said, brother people come to you 
 because people who carry garbage around are always looking for a place 
  to unload it. 
And when they find a dump that will receive it 
 that’s where they drop it off. 
And the dump that will receive it 
 is you. 
 
Do that, 
 and I can promise you that will draw negative people like flies. 
And your life will stink. 
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And positive people  
 who can help you dream more 
  and do more 
  and be more 
 won’t have anything to do with you. 
 
5. Being negative  
 
5. IT WILL RUIN YOUR WITNESS FOR JESUS CHRIST. 
 
When we were in Atlanta, TX, Peggy was with a teacher 
 in the school office. 
The principal joined them 
 and in a couple of minutes  
 they started to walk out into the hallway when the teacher stopped in her  

     tracks. 
 
She turned back to the principal and said, 
 I’m not going out there. 
The principal responded: Oh, just say “hi” and keep going. 
 
Then the teacher said, 
 She’s so negative and critical. 
 She’s always complaining about something, 
  and I’m not even her daughter’s teacher. 
I don’t need another barrage of it today. 
I’m not going out there. 
 
Peggy looked down the hall, 
 and the woman was a member of my church. 
 
I knew her, 
 she was a good person, 
  a caring person. 
But she is a negative person. 
 
Do you know why unchurched people come to church, 
 and why they look for spiritual  answers? 
Often it’s because they want something for their children. 
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But if they’re coming for themselves, 
 it’s usually because they want to be better people. 
They want to believe there’s some help for them 
 and their lives can get better. 
 
And what chance do you think the woman I just described has of 
 reaching that person? 
Zero. 
And that person who needs help 
 is very likely to think that negative woman is the kind of person 
  church produce 
 and she may even think that’s the kind of person Jesus produces. 
And if she does, 
 Jesus and his church will be the last place that person looks for help. 
 
Negative people will not reach struggling people who want to make  
 positive changes in their lives. 
Even if they are Christians and believe all the right things. 
 
AN ACTION PLAN FOR DEVELOPING A POSITIVE MINDSET. 
 
ACCEPT RESPONSIBILITY FOR OUR ATTITUDE. 
 
Ask people why they’re negative and they usually tell you about something 
 that happened in the past 
  or that’s going wrong in the present 
  or might go wrong in the future. 
 
And I know that people carry great burdens. 
But I know people who have had the greatest hurts and problems  
 imaginable and who have been positive and full of joy. 
 
So, I can say this because I know it’s true: 
 If we’re negative, it’s not because of events in the past, present or future. 
 It’s because we’ve chosen to be negative. 
Our attitude is a choice. 
 
We are not automatons 
 programmed against our wills by life’s events. 
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We are beings created in God’s image, 
 able to determine our responses. 
 
Ralph Waldo Emerson:  What lies behind us and what lies before us are  
 tiny matters compared to what lies within us. 
 
We cannot control what happens to us, 
 but we can control what we do with what happens to us. 
 
Victor Frankl, psychiatrist and Auschwitz survivor –  
 
Victor Frankl:  The last of the human freedoms is to choose one’s attitude  
  in any given set of circumstances. 
 
I know that life can be cruel and hard. 
But once you say that the unfairness of life is the reason for your negativity, 
 you’ve given up your humanity, 
  your freedom to choose, 
  and the possibility that with God’s help you can rise above your  
   circumstances and overcome. 
You’ve said that you are nothing more than a microwave oven 
 with someone else pressing the buttons. 
 
You are responsible for your attitude. 
The good news is when God says we are responsible for something, 
 he makes us response-able. 
 
COUNT YOUR BLESSINGS 
 
Negative people are rarely grateful people.   
They focus on what they do not have, 
 what they should have, and 
 what others have, 
and they miss out on what they do have. 
 
 
I spoke about this at great length 
 last fall in Quest. 
But it bears repeating. 
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Everyone of you here is loved enough to be secure. 
Everyone of you here is bright enough to be successful. 
 You’re blessed enough to be thankful 
  and you have enough to be happy. 
 
Ephesians 1.3: Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,  
 who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in  
 Christ. 
 
If you have trusted in Jesus as your Savior, 
 God has blessed you with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 
Forgiveness, 
 the power the Holy Spirit in your life, 
 his promises to never leave you or forsake you, 
 a church family that loves you, 
 and a purpose to live for. 
 
  
TRY TO FIND THE GOOD. 
 
There is always good to find. 
 
Nearly 10 years ago, Peggy and I went to Europe 
 and of course fell in love with Florence. 
Of all the marvelous pieces of art and architecture, 
 one of the most impressive, of course, 
 is Michelangelo’s David. 
I stood there, 
 thinking to myself. 
I don’t know why this is the most impressive thing I’ve ever seen, 
 but it is. 
 
The city of Florence commissioned the piece to represent the city –  
 its aspirations and its greatness. 
The story is that another artist 
 was first given the commission. 
A beautiful piece of Carrara marble was purchased 
 and the sculptor went to work. 
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After some time, 
 he reported to the city council that he had ruined the marble, 
  that it was useless, 
 and he was resigning his commission. 
 
In fact, a second sculptor was given the job 
 but he stopped before making much progress. 
And the marble lay dormant for 25 years. 
 
Then Michelangelo was commissioned  
 and using the same piece of marble, 
 he created what is arguably the most impressive piece of art 
  the world has ever known. 
 
There was something beautiful in that ruined stone, 
 waiting to be brought forth. 
Only one man couldn’t see it, 
 and one man could. 
 
Here’s God’s promise. 
There’s always good in every situation. 
 
Every situation is not good, 
 and not every situation is God’s will. 
But there is something good in every situation, 
 ready to come out. 
 
Why? 
Romans 8.28:  In all things God works for good for those who love Him. 
 
Here’s what I believe because 
 I’ve seen it in others and 
 I’ve experienced it myself: 
God’s greatest works in you life 
 will come out of your brokenness. 
The greatest growth you’ll ever experience, 
 the most important lessons you will ever learn, 
 the transformation that will change your life most dramatically, 
will come out of the most difficult moments of your life –  
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the moments when you wonder where is God 
 and then you discover that he was right there working for your good. 
In your lowest moments, 
 do not give into despair and depression. 
Do not succumb to the negativism that might keep God from working 
 and that will definitely keep you from recognizing what God is doing. 
 
Look for the good, 
 look for the opportunity, and 
 look for what God is doing and you will discover that he is there working  
  in your life. 
 
INVENTORY YOUR  INFLUENCERS. 
 
What influences us? 
The people we are around, 
 the material we read, 
 the movies and tv shows we watch, 
 the music we listen to, 
 the websites we visit. 
 
All of that influences the way we think 
 and the way we react to the events of life. 
 
So, am I telling you what to read or watch 
 or whom to associate with? 
I’m telling you to take inventory 
 and determine who and what’s helping you  
 and who and what’s not. 
 
You can do anything you want, 
 but in the words of the possible Paul: 
 
I Corinthians 6.12:  All things are permissible for me – but not everything  

     is beneficial. 
 
Find people you want to be like –  
 and hang out with them. 
They’ll rub off on you. 
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Find books and magazines and websites 
 that fill your heart and mind with positive values and thoughts 
 that honor God 
  and set before you an image of manhood that’s worthy of who God  
  created you to be. 
 
And stay away from the stuff that’s not beneficial. 
The things that create within you  
 pride or greed or lust or a critical spirit. 
 
 
ORDER OUR SPEECH. 
 
Proverbs 18.21:  The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who  
 love it will eat its fruit. 
 
Our words have power. 
They have the power to fill our spirits with life or with death. 
 
Proverbs says you will be fed by the words you speak. 
You will eat its fruit. 
 
Speak negatively and how will you feel? 
 Negative.   
Speak positively and we will feel better. 
 
Try a little experiment with me. 
Smile. 
 
How do you feel? 
Better. 
 
It’s almost impossible to feel bad when you smile. 
And it’s almost impossible to feel bad when you make positive affirmations. 
 
I am blessed. 
I have a great life. 
I am loved. 
I am going to do well today. 
I am gifted, creative and intelligent. 
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Well, isn’t that lie, 
 to say those things if you don’t feel that way? 
 
I’ll tell you what a lie is. 
It’s when you’ve had some minor setback 
 and you tell yourself: 
 Life stinks, 
 I never get what I deserve. 
 I’ll never be happy. 
 There’s no use trying. 
 Things will never change. 
 
God has forgiven you of your sins. 
The Holy Spirit lives within you. 
God has promised you an abundant life in this world 
 and eternal life in the world to come. 
He says he has blessed you with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 
He says I know the plans I have for you, 
 plans for good and not for evil, 
 plans to give you a future with hope. 
 
That’s the truth about you. 
Not how you feel at any given moment. 
 
Speak positively to yourself about yourself 
 because (1) it will make you feel better and 
  (2) it’s true. 
 
NURTURE YOUR THINKING WITH POSITIVE TRUTHS FROM GOD’S  
 WORD. 
 
If we think our words have power, 
 how much more power will God’s word have. 
 
I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. 
The Lord is my shepherd I shall not be in want. 
There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ. 
The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases. 
I am not alone for my Father is with me. 
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You can let your circumstances determine how you think and feel about  
 yourself and what you think and feel about life. 
You can let other people determine how you think and feel 
 about yourself and life. 
You can let how you performed at work today determine how you think and  
 feel about yourself. 
 
Or you can let God’s word determine your thoughts and your feelings about  
 yourself. 
And here’s something I know for sure: 
 God loves you, 
 God created you to succeed, 
 God has gifted you with all you need  
  and he has empowered you with his Spirit. 
 
Think God’s thoughts about your life and your worth and your future. 
Repeat his words 
 and believe in his words 
 and stand on his words 
 about you, 
and you will overcome the power of negativity 
 because his words are the words of life. 


