The Hope of Transformation
Sunday, March 25, 2018
Series: Have You Heard the Good News?
Scripture: 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 (pg. 1737)
Theme: How Jesus transforms us.
[SLIDE]
I recently came across and old and famous Saturday
Evening Post from a long time ago in which Albert
Einstein gave a long interview about the meaning of
life…
Good stuff…
I was most fascinated by Einstein’s take on Jesus:
“I am a Jew,” Einstein said, “but I am enthralled by the
luminous figure of the Nazarene.”
“The luminous figure of the Nazarene.”
[OFF]
Einstein said much more about Jesus… all of it good…
but that’s the phrase that grabbed my mind –
“The luminous Nazarene” – because, in truth, there
is just no one like Jesus… and even Einstein knew it.
His astonishing courage—
His total lack of needing to manage how people
thought of him—
His freedom from worry & anxiety—
His joy— His gracious acceptance of everyone—
His total, absolute trust that in his Father’s care he
was entirely safe no matter what happened to him in this
world—
All of that and much more, has made me wish,
more than anything, that I could live life like he did.

-2And unbelievably, unbelievably, the eternal hope of the
Gospel is that his kind of life is possible for ordinary
people like me and like you.
It really is true.
[SLIDE] Jesus himself once said that “…every disciple
who is fully trained will be like the master.” Luke 6:40
[SLIDE] His final commission to his disciples was that
they should make disciples everywhere of everyone…
“Teaching them, or training them, to do everything he
taught.” (Matthew 28:20)
Which means, of course, that we should be training
to live life like he did!
[SLIDE] Knowing this was the agenda of Jesus, Paul
once wrote to a group of friends that he couldn’t wait
until “Christ was fully formed in them.” (Galatians 4:19)
So the great hope of the Gospel is our transformation into
people who can begin to live life like this luminous
Nazarene…
Which is a mind-blowing thought…
But it’s true.
Now, we started unpacking this last week and saw that
the Bible says our transformation is a kind of partnership:
There is something that no one else can or will do
for me, not even God.
It must be done by me and you.
But there’s a part I cannot do… only God can.
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And last week, I showed you a simple diagram that a guy
named Dallas Willard uses to explain this partnership…
[SLIDE] First, there is God’s role in our transformation.
It’s God’s job to reshape our hearts… we can’t.

The little black dot pretty much covers up the isthmus…
So here’s a Google-earth view of the city… [SLIDE]
That’s a 3 and ½ mile wide strip of land and
Corinth was the city the controlled the ports on both sides
and all the roads across that strip of land…
So tremendous wealth flowed into Corinth…
So, very few cities had as much clout as did Corinth…
Which is why, every 2 years, Corinth got to host
what was called the Isthmian Games…
Which were 2nd only to the Olympian Games held
in Greece.
And both had all the same running, jumping,
boxing, and throwing athletic events for both men &
women that still make the Olympics so famous.

[SLIDE] Our job has two parts to it:
1) The idea we talked about last week that every
ordinary event of life is an opportunity to live with the
character of Jesus…
[SLIDE] 2) What we did not yet talk about… the
disciplines, or the training that Jesus was talking about
when he said, “Everyone who is fully trained will be like
his master.”
So, let me take you to a fairly well-known place in the
Bible that talks about this kind of training—happens to
be what I would call my life-verse, even though it’s more
than one… 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, pg. 1737; READ
Now, this may not be necessary for you to understand
what the Bible is talking about here…
But it really fascinating to me so… sorry.
Corinth – the city that got this letter from Paul…
Was one of the most important cities in the ancient
world of Paul… [SLIDE]
It was a city located on an isthmus… which is a
terribly frustrating word to say…
Narrow strip of land with sea on each side…
Joins two larger areas of land.

Now, follow this:
[SLIDE] We know that the games were held in the
spring of the year 51 AD in Corinth… (site of some)
The city would have swelled to maybe a million
people from all over the Roman world who came to
watch... even the Emperor of Rome came…
And, because we can trace Paul’s movements at
this time of his life with a great deal of accuracy, we
know Paul was in Corinth for about 18 months during the
year 51 & 52 AD…
So Paul was here, in Corinth, for these games,
almost certainly.
[OFF]
Couple things about the games- keep in mind what wrote
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1) There were no 2nd or 3rd place medals awarded… only
1 person got a prize… 1st place finisher…
And the 1st place winner was given a kind of
crown made of leaves…
Like a wreath the winner would wear…
And of course these wreaths perished very
quickly- they didn’t last long at all…

Discipline is practice… learning language, instrument.
Discipline is training… it’s doing what I can do
now so that someday I can do what I want to do (even
though I can’t do it now by trying really, really hard.)

2) Every athlete was required to train for 10 months…
There was a small building called a Palaimon that
was just outside the main temple in Corinth, a temple to
Poseidon…
Every athlete was taken to the Palaimon and they
would altogether swear an oath that they would train well
and compete fairly…
And if they did not complete their 10-monthtraining, or if they broke the rules in some way, they
would be disqualified.
So, Paul was there… he was familiar with all the ritual of
the games…
And Paul obviously borrowed from the ritual of
the games to make his point about training…
Or about what we sometimes call discipline.
So, if you’re an athlete and you are disciplining your
body… or training it…
What are you doing?
You’re practicing… right?

Since we just went through the Winter Olympics, let me
explain…
We watched a little bit of pairs skating…
And the thing that is always so remarkable about
these athletes is that they make it look so easy…
So effortless…
Now, I know better… I’ve skated in circles…
sometimes they take nasty falls… know it’s not easy.
But when you have a pair skating on the ice…
They can be skating backwards and somehow, he
just picks her up overhead, does a couple circles, and
puts her down…
And they both smile the whole time…
It looks effortless…
But then they tell you about the discipline… the
training…
Years and yrs and yrs of showing up at the ice rink
at 4 am (6 hrs) before it opens to the public… then after
school it’s back to practice again before you go home.
Weight training… diets… maybe 400 hours of
practice just to be able to lift someone else off the ground
and skate backwards and another 1000 hours before you
can hold her overhead w/ 1 hand…
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And the response is… “Wow, that sounds incredibly
hard, all that practice,” right?

Well, a few years ago, I was betrayed by someone I loved
and thought was a friend…
Forgiveness wasn’t even on my radar at first.
I just knew I couldn’t sleep without rehashing over
and over and over what he did…
I had fantasies of all the conversations I wanted to
have… all the brilliant things I might say…
Some days I would kind of wake up from day
dreams and realize I was obsessing again about how
much it hurt and wondering why he did it and feeling
ashamed by foolish he made me look…
I couldn’t stand to see his posts on Facebook and
even after I blocked him, I’d still see his posts and his
little picture whenever he commented on some of our
mutual friends…
And every time, very ugly feelings that I can only
describe as hatred bubbled up…

Well, no – truth is, discipline is the easy way…
The hard way would be for me to go out on the ice
rink tomorrow and try to lift my wife over my head while
moving backward on ice skates…
Not only would it be hard… it would likely be
deadly for 1 or both of us…
The hard way is to try to do it w/out training…
Discipline is actually the easy way…
Discipline enables me to do someday what I
cannot do now even by trying really, really hard.
So, maybe you’re saying, “But I don’t want to hold
someone over my head while I’m ice skating. I’m happy
to watch. So why would I train for it?”
Well, fair enough…
So, let’s take something you are almost certainly going to
have to do in life that is really, really hard to do…
Say, for example, forgiving someone who hurt you
badly… or loving your enemy…both of which Jesus
managed to do and he told us to as well.
Right now, some of you don’t even want to want to
forgive or love your enemy, right?
Why would you?
Isn’t that just for the radicals among us?

Until I eventually realized, the only one I was hurting…
was me! (Makes me “radical” want to be free of that??)
But the thought of forgiveness was doubly painful.
It was like I was letting him off the hook, right?
But then I realized: What hook was he on in the 1st
place?
Only the 1 in my brain… and that’s kind of stupid,
because while I think I’m hurting him by keeping him on
the hook in my brain… that hook is really only digging
into me… not him!
Forgiveness had to be! But it’s just so hard.

-9-

-10-

Unless you practice… unless you train…
Discipline makes possible what I cannot do right
now, even by trying really, really hard.

Now, just so you know, Jesus build his extraordinary life
in part by the practice of some of these disciplines…
He practiced some disciplines of disengagement:
He had times when he fasted… disengaged from
food… he had times of solitude (got away from the
demands of life & spent time alone w/ his Father)

In fact, discipline… training… is how God chooses to
transform me and you…
“Every disciple who is fully trained will be like the
master,” said the master… Jesus.
Now, this is not at all any kind of secret or new idea…
The idea of there being disciplines for human
beings to practice is an ancient one…
There are even some very common ones that are
kind of basic that we have labeled “Spiritual Disciplines”
which we’ll talk about briefly in a few moments.
Generally speaking, disciplines come in two flavors:
1) Some are about what we call disengagement…
You stop doing something… or you practice avoid
something…
Because you and God’s Spirit are working on
freeing yourself from bad, destructive habits of thought,
of speech, of action.
2) The other flavor is engagement… you practice doing
something to help build the Jesus-kind of habits of
thought, speech and action.

He also practiced disciplines of engagement:
He studied Scripture… he also memorized it…
He practiced praying…
I think that Jesus engaged in a discipline we might
call having significant conversations while you’re
walking w/ your friend…
I think he practiced the discipline of celebration
given his tendency to show up at dinners and parties…
He went to the synagogue regularly…
And probably many more…
Through these disciplines, the life and character of
Jesus was shaped into that luminous Nazarene…
And ours can be, too…
As God’s Spirit forms in us the character of Christ.
This is a divine/human partnership: God’s Spirit
acts on our spirit (hearts and minds) as we go through the
ordinary events of everyday life –
And I begin to learn that every moment of every
day is an opportunity to be in training…
Growing the character of that luminous Nazarene
in me.
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Now, there are some disciplines that have been around
for a long, long time because they work…
Some of the same ones Jesus did.
Labeled “spiritual disciplines” you can probably
find lists just by Googling that phrase…

Sometimes you practice in one area of life because it
creates a kind of overflow into other areas…
My goal is to grow in my ability to avoid
distractions…
I have found this to be true of me – maybe not you,
but me: My distracted life is a more boring life than an
undistracted one.
It didn’t seem that way at first – seemed like
distractions were keeping me from boredom – but I have
found the reverse to be true…
Giving in to distractions makes my life more
boring – more meaningless – than an undistracted life.
What I do with my time, my life, my relationships
when I am not distracted is far more meaningful, far less
boring, and much more fun, ultimately, than what I do
with my life, my time, my relationships when I surrender
to distractions.

Disengagement: Solitude; fasting; Giving things away
sacrificially.
Engagement: Studying Bible; memorizing; celebration;
prayer; small group connectedness; confession.
Truth: Any activity that I can do now that enables God’s
Spirit to form the character of Christ in me is really a
spiritual discipline.
Two I’m practicing right now…
1) Disengaging from social media.
Now, because it’s important to understand that
these cannot become just another ugly form of legalism,
I’ll go on Facebook when I need to post on the church
page…
When Donna says, “Did you see picture of
Macie?”
What I am disengaging from is the routine
checking of social media… just don’t look.
Here’s the thing about this kind of training: My goal is
not to become really, really good at not looking at
Facebook…

So, I am simply practicing a distraction-free life.
My goal is not to win the gold in not looking at
Facebook –
It’s to free my life from the tyranny of distractions.
2nd discipline has a little story:
Along with a group of you, I joined Planet Fitness
maybe 7 years ago when we did a series on disciplines
and we met there at 6 every morning for a month…
I still go…
But some time ago, I noticed something bugs me:
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Every morning, when I walk in, girl behind the counter
always smiles and greets by name almost every person
that walks in…
But I’ve never gotten a smile, a nod, never gotten a
greeting by name, even though she’s been behind the
counter for maybe 2 or 3 years now.

And do you know how many days it took for her to smile
and say, “Good morning Robert?”
2 days! Just 2 days!

Now: the way we humans typically respond: “I don’t
know what’s wrong w/ her… it’s her problem.”
But the truth is – I know it’s more about me than
her: I walk in every morning w/ what I am sure is a blah,
expressionless face ‘morning face’… I never say
anything… just hand my card to her & move on.
If you’ve been around, you know I’ve talked about
being an introvert… that’s OK… I’m wired this way…
But sometimes introverted-ness is a painful kind of
shyness that truly keeps me from making relationships
the way I would really like to…
So, a few weeks ago, I thought, “I wonder if I can get her
to smile and greet me by name the way she does
everyone else? How long would it take for that to
happen?”
So, I started smiling when I walked in— said,
“Good morning!” –
Instead of having my card ready so that I didn’t
have to spend any extra time in the presence of another
person – I kept it in my pocket and only pulled it out at
the counter…

Now, if the conversation ever goes beyond, “Good
morning!” I’m in real trouble – I have nothing for that…
Now, in truth – my experiment was about much
more than getting her to recognize me…
It was about me…
It’s practice… it’s training I’m engaging in…
So that I can be more like Jesus, who, I don’t think
ever really met a stranger…
Jesus seemed to love people so much… he was so
unabsorbed with himself… so interest in these fellowcreatures of his magnificent Father in heaven…
That no one ever seemed to be a stranger to him.
And I wish I was more like that…
And it’s happening, slowly – maybe a little late,
but that’s OK – I have eternity to practice.
And so do you.
Now – you need to know, this is not just a Christianized
version of some behavioral modification program…
This is about the shaping of our hearts… not just
our behavior…
[SLIDE] In Matthew 7, Jesus talked about how good
trees produce good fruit…
Because that is their nature… their character.
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In other words, apple trees grow apples because it is the
nature of an apple tree to produce apples…
What you see – our behavior – should be the result
of what is inside…
So the goal is changed hearts & minds…
Not just changing behavior.
[OFF]
In fact, behavior modification was exactly the problem of
the Pharisees…
They used all kinds of social pressure to behave
certain ways… even if those were often good ways to
behave…
But their hearts were never changed.
And in the end, we call that hypocrisy…
And hypocrisy so came to dominate the lives of
the Pharisees that today the word ‘Pharisee’ is a synonym
for the word, ‘hypocrite’ even though it was not that for
Jesus.

Anyone remember the Promise Keeper movement from
25, 30 years ago?
Wonderful movement of men in which 10s of
1000s of men filled stadiums in order to learn to be better
husbands and dads and leaders as we all followed Jesus.

So, if it’s inappropriate anger I’m trying to overcome, for
example…
I can learn to hide it… like good PA Dutch people
often do… but inside I am still angry and it often shows
itself in being a joyless, nasty person.
My goal is to become a truly loving, grace-filled person
who is only angry at the right things in the right way at
the right time.

It also caused a little bit of controversy, as any good
thing will do, because it was misunderstood by the
outside world that just can’t wrap their brains around
faith…
I was on a bus-load of men once, on our way to a
Promise Keepers event in, I think, NY…
As we arrived, there was a group of women
protesting and several of them had taken their tops off –
I’m not sure why… but they had their reasons.
I was on the wrong side of the bus…
But of course, a busload of men driving by women
without tops becomes a very complicated ordeal when
the men in the bus are supposed to be Christians and
there are quite a few of us pastor-types on board…
Best I can say for myself at the time was that I
wanted to want to not look…
But I’m not sure I was even there…
But there was 1 man – a man I didn’t know all that well,
but I knew he went through life w/grace and love and a
contagious smile…
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on...
I saw him put his head down… silently – he wasn’t
trying to make any spectacle…
He pinched the bridge of his nose…
He shook his head, just ever so slightly…
And I eventually saw tears on his cheeks…
And it struck me- kind of shamed me, actually – into
realizing that here was a man, who like Jesus one time,
saw the brokenness of the world, and he wept…
The brokenness of women who, in some
misguided way, thought that it might be effective to
protest men wanting to be better men by making
themselves objects…
The brokenness of men who were torn between the
drivenness of lust and the desire to be faithful to wives at
home…
The brokenness of a world that has
commercialized lust…
And his default response was the same response of that
luminous Nazarene… He wept, just like Jesus.
I’ve never forgotten that moment…
It showed me in this living, breathing man, that it
really is possible to have Christ formed in a human heart.
Here was one… and I saw it w/ my own eyes.
And I so much want here to be another… maybe
you do, too.

