
Building Character 

“Bad company corrupts good 

character,” Paul wrote (1 Cor. 15:33). 

But what builds good character? 

By Gert Doornenbal 

CHARACTER IS A WORD WE USE almost daily. It refers to a person’s moral qualities, moral 

strength, and good reputation. We often call someone a “person of good character” when she has a 

strongly developed, striking character, or when he has moral refinement. 

When I started thinking about what it actually means to be a man or woman of character, I 

arrived at two essential elements in character development: conviction and commitment. 

You can’t be a person of character if you have no deep convictions on good and evil. You expect 

a person with a stable character to stick to his views. He knows what he believes in and why. I have 

called this aspect conviction. 

But what is the use of all that deep conviction if you aren’t committed to it? All our convictions 

make no difference in our lives if we are not committed to living by them. 

True character, then, with all its facets, depends essentially on conviction and commitment. But 

what are these, and how can we develop them? 

CONVICTION, KNOWLEDGE, AND FAITH 

The development of spiritual character begins with forming spiritual convictions. You can’t give 

yourself wholeheartedly to a thing if you are not convinced that it’s something good and worth your 

while. 

But conviction must rest on knowledge of the truth. God laments, “. . .  my people are destroyed 

from lack of knowledge” (Hosea 4:6). Jesus says, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he 

is the one who loves me” (John 14:21). 

Ignorance, whatever its cause, is the reason many people have no convictions. They do whatever 

they feel like. 

Daniel and his three friends were different. They knew exactly what God wanted them to do, or 

not to do. They had studied carefully the law of Moses and had gained, by faith, deep convictions on 

how they should live and work in the midst of a heathen nation. They could hold their own, even 

when they found themselves completely on their own, because of these deeply rooted convictions. 

Faith is the essential ingredient of course—a deep faith that God exists and is a rewarder of 

those who seek Him earnestly (Hebrews 11:6). 

When the three friends stood before the fiery furnace, because they had refused to fall down and 

worship the golden image of Nebuchadnezzar, they didn’t know what would happen to them. Would 

they be saved, or would they die? What would happen to their wives and children if they died? 

But they were deeply convinced that they must—in complete obedience—do what God’s law 

said, whatever the consequences. Their answer is remarkable: “If we are thrown into the blazing 

furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king. 

But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship 

the image of gold you have set up” (Daniel 3:17–18). 

These are words spoken by men with deep spiritual convictions. How many people, in those 

days, would have said instead, “We were told in Canaan that the rule was not to bow down and 

worship other gods and kings, of course. But now that we are under heathen kings, I’m not so sure 

what God’s will is. What is the modern interpretation of the law of Moses, now that we’re in 



Babylon?” Those who reasoned that way lacked the convictions to stand firm in their faith as 

Daniel’s three friends had done. 

Though many things clamor for us to idolize them, the danger these days is not that we have to 

kneel before the image of a king. Our problems are different. We can only cope with them if we 

develop—in faith—deep convictions about God’s will for us. 

The battlefield in the 80s will be primarily in ethics. The world around us has a growing dislike 

of people who want to hold onto biblical norms. This is precisely the arena in which we need to 

develop deep personal convictions, so as not to be dragged along into the morals of our day and age. 

Jesus says, “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the 

Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father’s glory with the holy angels” 

(Mark 8:38). 

A generation characterized by adultery and other sins despises those who quote the Bible. They 

call it moralizing. That’s why we are tempted to be ashamed of the Bible and to join in with the 

prevailing public opinion. We must not underestimate the importance of deep ethical convictions. 

COMMITMENT BRINGS ACTION 

“Because the Sovereign LORD helps me, I will not be disgraced. Therefore have I set my face 

like flint, and I know I will not be put to shame” (Isaiah 50:7). 

This verse illustrates clearly what it means to be committed to your convictions. You square 

your jaw, because you know that God helps you and will make sure that you will be kept safely to 

the end. 

Jesus finished the race in this way. Paul and countless others also fought in God’s strength to 

stay committed to convictions developed from God’s Word. 

The opposite of this type of healthy spiritual life is dead orthodoxy. You believe that the Bible is 

God’s Word, but it doesn’t make any difference in your life. It’s your deepest conviction that the 

world is lost without Christ, but you don’t help in the salvation of unbelievers. Conviction without 

commitment leads to indifference, the result of which is insecurity and guilt feelings. 

Commitment to the convictions we have is necessary for healthy spiritual character 

development. “Anyone, then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins” (James 

4:17). 

We need a balance, then, between conviction and commitment. If we are to help ourselves and 

others effectively, we need to keep asking ourselves, “Is what is needed here deeper conviction or 

greater commitment?” 

Many churches and Christian groups give all the attention to forming deeper convictions. 

Sunday by Sunday, there are sermons on the importance of witnessing, spiritual feeding, and so on, 

but very little training is done to develop commitment in the areas being taught. 

We need to be careful not to go to the other extreme, too. We must not conclude, whenever 

someone doesn’t immediately do what we advise, that he lacks commitment. Insecure leaders easily 

feel threatened and tend to draw the conclusion too quickly, “You aren’t committed!” The other 

person feels wrongly treated. He sees that they differ in conviction, not that he lacks commitment. 

Some people seem to use a difference in insight, or lack of conviction, as an excuse not to be 

really committed. Because these tensions occur often, we need to distinguish carefully between 

conviction and commitment. Minding that distinction will help us—when tensions arise—to discuss 

together calmly what the issue is. 

What matters is not that we are proved right but that we build each other up spiritually. We call 

this spiritual character development, and we need both conviction and commitment. 

 


