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INTRODUCTION

Years ago I walked into the house as the phone was ringing. I rushed to answer it, but just as I picked up the receiver the answering machine came on. I shouted, “Hello!” over the greeting and heard my wife’s voice on the other end of the line. “Hold on!” I said, and we both waited until the recorded message ended before we started our conversation.

You need to understand my wife, Judy. She has a very steady personality. She’s kind of like Jesus; she’s “the same yesterday, today and forever”! There aren’t many ups and downs to her attitude. She doesn’t get enthusiastic about many things, but she seldom goes into depression either. She is consistently joyful, upbeat, and pleasant to be around. She’s extremely easy to live with. And her voice on the phone always has a cheery tone to it.

My personality tends to fluctuate much more often. I can be jubilant one moment and dejected the next. I can be gentle, upbeat, and positive with strangers, but at home I can be boring, anxious, and even morose.

After a brief discussion, we hung up the phone. I didn’t realize the recorder had taped the conversation in its entirety. Several hours later, I noticed there was a message on the answering machine and pushed the replay button. I couldn’t get over the contrast between my wife’s tone and mine. I sounded so glum! So boring!

Judy said a cheery “Hello!” and asked, “Is everything OK?”

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

“We got delayed at work, and I just wanted you to know I’m going to be a little late,” she said with a lilt.

“OK,” I grunted.

“Did you have a good day?” she asked, obviously trying to see if there was a quiver of life in me.

“Fine,” I mumbled.

“Well, I’ll be there in a few minutes!”

“All right,” I grunted.

When I heard the tone of my voice and my lack of enthusiasm, I couldn’t believe it. I felt terrible! Do I really sound like that? Am I that unenthusiastic all the time? Is my personality that morose and gloomy? What’s it like to have to live with me every day?

I then recalled a chapter in Bruce Larson’s book Dare to Live Now titled “Are You Fun to Live With?” I realized at that moment that I wasn’t much fun to be around at times. Even though I’m a Christian and I love the Lord, and even though I love my family, that love seldom is reflected in the way I respond to the people closest to me.

I determined that day to improve my “at home” personality. I asked Jesus Christ to become the Lord of my personality. There was no gross sin in my life that needed to be eliminated, but my personality needed an overhaul. Over the years the Lord has slowly helped change my personality at home. I laugh more and am less uptight. I am more focused and less preoccupied. I don’t pout as much, and I’m quicker to tease and have fun.

As a result, my public persona is much more relaxed and genuine. I still have a long way to go, but I’m improving. There’s an old song that says, “I’m not what I ought to be, I’m not what I’m going to be, but thank God I’m not what I used to be!”

When my son Rusty was in elementary school, he was given a creative writing assignment—he had to complete the sentence “I love it when…” He wrote, “I love it when my dad laughs.” I was delighted! I want our home to be a place of laughter and joy, not a place of complaining, worrying, moodiness, and bitterness. And I know that whether we successfully create that positive mood in our home depends a lot on my attitude.

What is it like to live with you? Is your personality full of joy, peace, and contentment? Or are you a bear to live with? Do people tiptoe on eggshells around you, hoping not to upset you?

The Bible promises, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” (2 Corinthians 5:17). Jesus Christ wants to make you a new creature from the inside out. He wants to do more than prevent you from getting drunk, having an affair, or robbing a bank. Jesus wants to be Lord of your personality. He wants to change your attitude. He wants to develop a mature personality in you. He wants to make you pleasant to live with. He wants your personality to be contagious to unbelievers. When you begin to radiate the abundant life in Christ, you are able to make Christ more attractive to your children and to those you meet in the marketplace.

Southwest Airlines has a slogan: “We Hire Attitudes.” They describe an attitude as “listening, caring, smiling, and saying ‘thank you.’” Wouldn’t you like to be that kind of person—the kind of person people want to be around, whom people want to hire in successful organizations? You might say, “I don’t have the energy. I don’t have it in me to be that kind of person. I’m not wired like that.” Well, you’re probably right. But Jesus Christ can transform your personality.

David wrote in Psalm 30, “You turned my wailing into dancing; you removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy, that my heart may sing to you and not be silent. O LORD my God, I will give you thanks forever” (vv. 11-12). Jesus Christ wants to turn your wailing into dancing. But he won’t do it the way you might think. He isn’t going to give you more of this world’s things. In fact, that could be counterproductive. A lot of people obtain just about all this world could offer and become more miserable. Instead, Christ wants to change your attitude.

A member of our church wrote to me about a friend of hers who had a problem. “My friend Ann asked me to pray with her that God would intervene and change the conditions at work,” she wrote. Ann’s new boss, Janet, was harsh and often humiliated those under her authority. Janet made the atmosphere stressful and full of strife. Her employees called her “Barracuda” behind her back.

The letter continued,

We prayed Barracuda would be transferred to another department, or that my friend would be. One morning while I was in prayer, I was motivated to pray for the Barracuda’s salvation. It was difficult to pray for her soul…. [I reasoned that] someone so hateful could never soften up enough to be touched by the Spirit of God.

Not long after I prayed earnestly for her, I asked Ann how the Barracuda was doing. My friend said, “Well, she’s been very civil the past few days. She seems to have mellowed considerably.” I kept praying and thanking God for the way he was working.

A few days later my friend called. “Guess what! The Barracuda came by my desk this morning, sat down with me and smiled and told me she had been baptized at her church Sunday morning! She is a new creature in Christ and a whole new personality!”1

Jesus said to his disciples, “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete” (John 15:11). Jesus wants your joy to be complete. He doesn’t want you to be gloomy, depressed, and bitter. When you have a sour attitude, it affects everyone around you in a negative way. That’s not what Christ wants for you. He said, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10). Can you imagine the impact you could have on those around you—especially those closest to you—if Jesus were Lord of your personality?

Max Lucado writes,

[God] wants us to be just like Jesus.

Isn’t that good news? You aren’t stuck with today’s personality. You aren’t condemned to “grumpydom.” You are tweakable. Even if you’ve worried each day of your life, you needn’t worry the rest of your life. So what if you were born a bigot? You don’t have to die one.

Where did we get the idea we can’t change? From whence come statements such as “It’s just my nature to worry” or “I’ll always be pessimistic. I’m just that way….” Who says? Would we make similar statements about our bodies? “It’s just my nature to have a broken leg. I can’t do anything about it.” Of course not. If our bodies malfunction, we seek help. Shouldn’t we do the same with our hearts? Shouldn’t we seek aid for our sour attitudes? Can’t we request treatment for our selfish tirades? Of course we can. Jesus can change our hearts. He wants us to have a heart like his.2

I’m sure there are many things you could do to try to change your habits. In this book, we’ll tackle what I believe are four of the most common inhibitors to a positive personality. If you allow Christ to give you an attitude adjustment in these four areas, you’ll begin to look into the mirror and see a new person. Yielding to Jesus as Lord of your personality will make you the kind of person others enjoy being with.

Let us please God by serving him with thankful hearts.

—Hebrews 12:28 TLB

Were not ten healed? Where are the other nine?

—Jesus Christ




chapter 1
 FROM griping TO grateful


A few years ago I invited my two grown sons and their new wives to accompany my wife, Judy, and me on a vacation. After I explained that I would pay for everything, they agreed to go. We borrowed a nice van, and the six of us spent a week driving to and from Niagara Falls, stopping at a few historical places and relatives’ homes along the way. It was an expensive week, but we had a great time and created a lot of memories. I’ll never forget what my daughters-in-law said to me as we drove back into our driveway. “Thanks for spoiling us this week,” they said. They didn’t have to say anything else. I fought back the tears. I felt like the trip was worth every dime because they had a good time, and because they were grateful. They could have complained if they had wanted to—about the long trip, the hot weather, putting up with relatives for a whole week, mediocre hotels…but instead they were grateful and acted like they had been spoiled for the week.

Would you rather spend a week with a constant complainer or someone who is thankful? Grumblers drain you of your energy, but a word of thanksgiving lifts you up. You never hear someone say, “Let’s go visit him—I just love to hear him complain!”

WHERE ARE THE OTHER NINE?

Remember the ten lepers who came to Jesus to be healed? You think your life is tough! One scholar suggested that leprosy was the first-century equivalent of AIDS. Although leprosy was not related to sexual behavior, people today fear AIDS and shun people who have contracted the disease much like those in the first century avoided lepers. Leprosy was a terminal disease that slowly ate away at the nerve endings. Lepers often lost their extremities—their fingers, toes, and ears would be eaten away. They were disfigured and repulsive. Because their disease was contagious, lepers were forced to spend their lives quarantined from everyone—unable to live with family and loved ones, sentenced to exist in leper colonies, and required to call out, “Unclean! Unclean!” whenever an unsuspecting stranger drew near. You can understand why the lepers desperately wanted to be healed by Jesus.

As he [Jesus] was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him. They stood at a distance and called out in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!” When he saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were cleansed. (Luke 17:12-14)

A young woman in our congregation recently had cancer surgery, followed by weeks of chemotherapy. It was a difficult time, but the other day her exuberant mother came up to me and said, “The latest tests revealed no cancer cells! They’ve declared my daughter cured! They don’t want to see her for six months!” The entire family was jubilant, and it was fun to rejoice with them.

Imagine the joy those ten lepers suddenly experienced the moment they were healed. Their sores were gone! Their skin was clear! Their bodies were whole! Their features were normal! They must have celebrated with tears, embraces, shouts, and squeals of delight!

One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan. (Luke 17:15-16)

Only the Samaritan—the one from a despised race—returned to Jesus to express thanks. Jesus was disappointed that only one returned, but he was pleased with the man’s expression of thanks.

Jesus asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” Then he said to him, “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.” (Luke 17:17-19)

Have you ever wondered why the other nine didn’t return to thank Jesus? If you had been there and you could interview them, what would their excuses be? I had an imaginary conversation with all nine lepers who didn’t return to Jesus, and here’s what they told me:

Leper Number One said, “I went to show myself to the priest—I was just doing what I was told. I didn’t think I should disobey orders.” (Legalists aren’t usually grateful people.)

Leper Number Two told me, “I immediately went to see my family. I’ve missed them so much! And they’ve been through a lot. By the time I finished celebrating with my family and friends, Jesus had left. I never got the chance to thank him.”

“Of course I’m grateful,” said Leper Number Three, “but I didn’t know he expected praise. After all, he does that for a living! You don’t send a thank-you note to your doctor, do you? He gets paid for it, right?”

Leper Number Four said, “To be real honest, I’m not sure it’s to my advantage to be healed. Before, all I had to do was beg for a living. Now I have to get a real job. People used to feel sorry for me. Now they ignore me. I’m not sure it’s that good of a deal to be healthy.”

“I’m healed, but I’m not all that pleased with the way I look,” replied Leper Number Five. “I had leprosy for fifteen years, and I look so much older than I did when I got the disease. I thought if he healed me, he would make me look a lot younger. He could have done more, you know.”

Leper Number Six told me, “Sure, I’m cured. But I just can’t rejoice when I know there are hundreds of lepers out there still isolated and lonely. I’d feel guilty celebrating when there’s so much human suffering in the world.”
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