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Transformation
Romans 12:1-2
INTRODUCTION


On March 28th and 29th the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship of North Carolina will gather at First Baptist Church Greensboro for its annual General Assembly. Since this is an organization with which Westwood is affiliated, I hope there will be a large contingent from our congregation who participate in that Assembly. This will be a special gathering as CBFNC celebrates its 20th Birthday. 
In anticipation of the 20th Anniversary Celebration, about a year ago, the Coordinating Council asked a group of CBFNC leaders to come together to pray and think and imagine the direction God might have for this organization going forward. Some of the folks who make up this CBFNC Vision Team have been with CBF since its birth and have a strong sense of its history; others are young and relatively new to the movement and have great passion for its potential. 

In December, I had an opportunity to see the draft report of this team, and I’m excited and inspired by its articulation of vision and mission for the future of CBFNC. The report will be presented to the General Assembly for affirmation in March. Very soon, it will be published in its final form and we’ll make copies available so you can read it for yourself. 
The part of the document that immediately caught my eye is the overarching biblical theme of Transformation, Engagement, and Community. The theme is a clear call to all Christ followers to make a commitment to TRANSFORMATION through the power of the Holy Spirit, both for individual Christians and for congregations; a commitment to ENGAGEMENT in the name of Jesus with the world and with our local neighborhoods as our divinely appointed mission; and a commitment to COMMUNITY as we find spiritual connection with each other and other Christian fellowships seeking the beautiful Scriptural experience expressed in the NT word Koinonia. 

As I reflected on the document and studied associated Scripture passages, the Holy Spirit begin to convict me about the foundational nature of these concepts - Transformation, Engagement, and Community – foundational in how you and I live and walk in relationship with God and with each other. So, for the next three Sundays, we’ll consider each of the elements of this three-fold theme as we explore some of what Scripture has to say about transformation, engagement, and community.
TEXT


This morning, we begin with TRANSFORMATION, and I’ve chosen as our jumping off place a familiar text from the Apostle Paul’s letter to the early Christians in Rome. This passage is found in chapter 12 of the Roman letter, verses 1 and 2. Paul has just completed the stirring doxology we heard Michelle read a few moments ago to invite us to worship; and while we’re still there with him on the mountain top, caught up in the glory of God, Paul uses a very important word…THEREFORE. Any time we see that word in Scripture, we need to sit up and take notice.  So, let’s do that now. Romans 12:1-2.  I’ll read from the New International Version: 

Romans 12:1-2 (NIV)

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

ILLUSTRATION: Guy Sayles is the Pastor of FBC Asheville. He’s a proud graduate of Southern Seminary in Louisville Kentucky (as is our own Dr. Keith Vaughn by the way). Guy says his grandfather was one of the most biblically literate men he ever knew. He’d been an active participant in Baptist churches all his life and had served in just about every ministry position there is. As a student at Southern, Guy says his grandfather kidded him about going down to that fancy school and getting a high faluten education; and he took great delight in coming up with questions to test Guy’s seminary education…usually obscure Bible facts that sent Guy scurrying to Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance to look up. However, one day, Guy remembers his grandfather becoming quite serious, following the funeral of one of his friends, as he asked, “Guy, have you learned anything at that fancy seminary that would help you explain to me how it’s possible for a man to be active in the church all his life…SS, worship, Wednesday night Bible study, all the programs and activities of the church from the time he’s a little boy, then die at age 75 and still be just as mean as ever?”

Guy says that question has haunted him throughout his ministry as he’s seen it repeated in some form time and again…folks who claim a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, yet show no evidence of that relationship having changed them in any way. It’s a condition for which Dietrich Bonhoeffer coined the term cheap grace…I’m afraid it’s a condition that a lot of folks seem to actually look for today…salvation without transformation. 
Paul’s plea here in the text is that we who claim Jesus as savior be transformed. We serve a God who declares in John’s Revelation…behold, I’m making all things new (NASB), and my dear friends, that includes you and me. Transformation is the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit both in the lives of individual believers and in the life of the church, the body of Christ. 
As evangelical believers, we’re rightly burdened for the conversion of all people…but not conversion as a one time event; for salvation and the promise of heaven when we die. We ought to be burdened that every one of us are constantly in the process of BEING converted, transformed into the image of Jesus. Through transformation, we become not only witnesses but agents of God’s grace and love and mercy…his newness. 

In these two short verses, Paul says to us, BECAUSE of who God is and BECAUSE of who you are in relationship to him, I urge you; I plead with you; I beseech you; I appeal to you; I call upon you – to do TWO THINGS.  (1) give yourselves to God; totally and completely; and (2) embrace God’s loving desire to TRANSFORM you instead of the world’s effort to CONFORM you.  

Let’s think about those two appeals for a few moments and see how they might apply to us. First, Paul would have us understand that transformation requires sacrifice.
SERMON BODY

Transformation requires sacrifice (v. 1)

As he calls us to offer ourselves totally and completely to God, Paul used a wonderfully vivid phrase to describe this commitment – living sacrifice.  But what does that mean; to offer ourselves to God as living sacrifices?

ILLUSTRATION: You and I often have some interesting ideas about sacrifice, don’t we? Often, in our minds, sacrifice means giving up a small piece of something we particularly like to do or would rather keep for ourselves – giving up a couple of hours of sleep on Sunday morning to be in a worship service; missing a basketball game to attend a church meeting; leaving your smart phone home when you go on a youth trip; giving a few dollars to missions. These are examples of things, all good things, that we might call “sacrifice.”
But whenever I think of sacrifice biblically, in terms of my relationship with God, I think of King David’s words in Psalm 51. David had come face to face with God about the problem of sin in his life, and he learned through that encounter that he needed to adjust his thinking; he needed to look at God’s definition of sacrifice.  After pouring his heart out in confessional worship, David became convicted that God didn’t want him to bring dead animals and burn them at the altar; that wasn’t the sacrifice God required of him. “You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are﻿ ﻿ a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.  

This is what Paul means by living sacrifice. God didn’t want what religious people in David’s time called sacrifice and he doesn’t want what you and I like to call sacrifice either; he isn’t interested in our fulfilling some self-conceived Christian obligation; he isn’t impressed by our spiritual martyrdom; our willingness to volunteer because no one else will do it. He doesn’t need us to do him a favor by begrudgingly coughing up a few bucks for poor people during the holidays. Brothers and sisters, you and I need to learn and practice what David discovered; GOD WANTS OUR HEARTS; OUR VERY ESSENCE!  Living Sacrifice!  
ILLUSTRATION: I think about my own attitude sometimes, my own motive for what I call “sacrifice” and I can just see God shake his head and say, “Mike, that’s nice, but son your heart isn’t in it. Are you ready to get serious now? Because if you are, then I want your heart!” 


The Message paraphrases Romans 12:1 so practically, So here’s what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering.”

Paul calls this offering true and proper worship.  Real worship isn’t just showing up for church on Sunday morning; it isn’t offering God a ritual no matter how beautiful or sincere; it isn’t offering him money, no matter how much or how little.  True and proper worship IS OFFERING OURSELVES TOTALLY AND COMPLETELY; OFFERING OUR EVERYDAY LIVES TO OUR WORTHY GOD.  

Because what we COME AND DO inside the walls of this building makes no difference whatsoever if it doesn’t somehow deeply change the way we live every day and how we treat other people. And that’s Paul’s second point, offering ourselves to God as living sacrifices will open the door for God’s transformation in our lives as he makes us new in Christ. But this transformation requires nonconformity.
2.  Transformation requires nonconformity (v. 2)


The very idea of nonconformity scares some of us to death doesn’t it? Every one of us has a deep need for acceptance; we want to be included as part of a group or community; and so we conform to the norms of that group or community. And conformity is reinforced and rewarded by the group at every turn…in how we dress, how we act, how we talk, even in what we think and believe. Often there’s very little in the way of a safe space for nonconforming ideas in most groups, even in the church. 
But Paul paints a different picture here in verse 2; Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 
You see, as followers of Jesus we’re called to be different. To put it another way, following Jesus requires that we be nonconformists. But not all nonconformity is equal. Unfortunately, sometimes Christians choose to be different in ugly, hurtful, unredemptive ways…becoming known in the community for what they’re against.
ILLUSTRATION: One of the more extreme examples of this is the Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka Kansas. It made its reputation through the crass, over-the-top protests church members have staged around the country…proclaiming a list of things and people God hates. They’ve even picketed military funerals and trampled on American flags, while waving crude signs claiming God hates one group of people or another. They even created a song called God Hates the World, a parody of We Are the World.
As I said, thankfully Westboro is an extreme case; but it makes a point about Paul’s call to nonconformity to the world’s standards. We who follow Jesus are called to be nonconformists, but not because we judge, condemn and hate more and better than other folks. The nonconformity we’ve been called to embody is about healing not wounding; including not excluding; loving not despising; peacemaking not hatred. We’re called to redemptive nonconformity; life-affirming, hope-filled, gracious nonconformity. With Jesus as our model, we stand in respectful, loving opposition to the attitudes and people and institutions of the world that promote hate, callousness and selfishness; that excuse injustice and violence and ignore suffering. And we do so because those things undermine the broad and generous love shown to us in Jesus.

Transformation in Christ is the key to this brand of nonconformity. How is it accomplished? Paul says by the renewing of your mind. As we open ourselves to our loving God, we undergo a radical change not in our outward appearance, but in our inner being; the essential person within is changed by an encounter with the living God and now we no longer live self-centered lives; we live Christ-centered lives. We take on the mind of Christ…as Paul urges us to do in Philippians 2.

And that’s the only way it will work. We can’t love and serve God out of some misguided sense of Christian duty or obligation. When God called Isaiah, it wasn’t merely a sense of duty that motivated the prophet to respond, Here am I, send me, and it won’t be a grudging sense of obligation that motivates you and me to open our hearts and the doors of this building to people on the other side of our parking lot who don’t look like US, who don’t dress like US, who don’t think like US, who don’t act like US, and who don’t believe like US – but who are JUST LIKE US in their need to experience the love of Jesus Christ!  
No sense of duty or obligation to serve will ever motivate us to love people in the name of Jesus, but TRANSFORMED LIVES WILL! When we offer ourselves as LIVING SACRIFICES and open our hearts to God’s TRANSFORMATION; then we serve out of love, not out of obligation or duty. Because then and only then as Paul writes will we, “…be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”

When our loving God changes our lives by renewing our minds, then you and I begin to clearly see and understand, as individuals and as the Church, what it means to be the presence of Christ in this community, to bring to people the life changing good news of Jesus.  

APPLICATION
But transformation isn’t an easy process; it’s often painful and unpleasant. It isn’t easy to be a gracious nonconformist…it comes with tremendous pressure…sometimes subtle, sometimes overt…pressure to get in line and cater to the powers that be. 
I’ve told you many times over the past six years how God is constantly messing with me. I know some of you wish he’d stop, and I confess, in my weaker moments I agree with you. But you see, that’s the scary, messy, frustrating, wonderful, holy, fulfilling process of transformation. So out of the experience of my continuing journey, I have a couple of thoughts about how to navigate these tricky waters of transformation…not saying I’m good at it, just a couple of thoughts about how I’m trying:
First, I try to keep my eyes on Jesus. The one we claim to follow wasn’t an advocate of self-interest; he was a model of living sacrifice. He reached out to the rejected and marginalized; he reached down to offer a helping hand to those who stumbled; he identified himself with the rejected; all of it to the profound displeasure of popular opinion and the powerful folks around him. And this Jesus, the one we believe to be God incarnate, calls us to follow him. Paul writes in Ephesians: Follow God’s example, therefore, as dearly loved children 2 and walk in the way of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. So, keep your eyes on Jesus.
Second, and this is really hard, I try to love people as they are, not as I wish they were or want them to be. One of the things I’m asking God to help me with at this point in my life is to honor good intentions. Transformation is a process for all of us. Just because folks aren’t on the same page as me doesn’t mean God isn’t at work in their lives. I need to respect and accept that. Conditional love isn’t biblical love. As we open ourselves to God’s transformative love in our lives, we’ll always be in the process of becoming more than we presently are…and I need to honor and affirm that. So, try to meet and love people where they are.

Third, I’m asking God to help me get better at embracing other people who aren’t like me…not as a technique to change them…if they need changing, that’s God’s job not mine…but as a means of simply loving them in the name of Jesus. Love is its own reward, not a manipulative tool to get another person to do what I want. I think the ability to embrace folks who aren’t like me without any strings attached is a measure of my spiritual growth and Christian character; formed by personally experiencing the grace of God’s love and molded through a lot of prayer. Specifically, I need to see people through the eyes of Jesus; to value their diversity, the colorful surprise that God has created in each one. I need to love them without condition; not for their perceived value to the church's ministry or to me personally. ILLUSTRATON: As Mother Teresa put it, The success of loving is in the loving; it is not in the result of loving.
RESPONSE


I’m really interested to see what the Holy Spirit will do with all this…this idea of transformation…this messy, complicated, ongoing process of transformation. I know it’s something God wants to do in all of us as we walk in relationship with him. And I know it’s his work, not something we can do for ourselves. So I want us to take a moment and talk with him about it; to give our full attention to God, to the movement of the Holy Spirit in our hearts. And as we do that, I want us to think about two simple questions. What does God want to transform in me? Is there anything about my relationship with God hindering that transformation?  

In a few moments we’ll sing a hymn and have a time for public response. But right now, let’s take just a few moments of silence with the Lord.
HOLY SILENCE
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