“YOU WERE CREATED TO BECOME LIKE CHRIST”

40 Days of Purpose

October 18, 2009
Cornerstone Community Church
We are spending 40 days discovering God’s purposes for our lives, so let’s do a quick review.  In Week One we learned that we were planned for God’s pleasure.  Our first purpose is to get to know and love God.  That’s called “worship.”   Next we discovered we were formed for God’s family.  God wants us to learn to love other people and to commit ourselves to his family, and the Bible calls that “fellowship.”

Today we are looking at the third purpose that God put you on this planet for, and we find it described by Paul in Romans 8:29: “For from the very beginning God decided that those who came to him – and he knew who would – should become like his Son.”  God’s plan has always been to make you like Jesus Christ.  His plan from the very beginning has been for us to become like him.  Now we need to be very clear about something.  The Bible does not say that you’re going to become a god.  Neither you, me or anyone else will ever become a god.  God doesn’t want you to become a god; he wants you to become godly.  He wants you to develop Jesus’ character, to think the way Jesus thinks, to act the way Jesus acts, to feel the way Jesus feels, to adopt Jesus’ values and priorities and character.  God’s third purpose for putting you on this planet is to make your character like the character of Jesus.
Now this is obviously a process.  This doesn’t happen overnight.  It’s a process, and this process is called “discipleship,” and it takes an entire lifetime.  Today we’re going to look at how God makes this happen.  How does God make me like Jesus Christ?  Well, there’s a couple ways we know right off-the-bat.  We know he uses the Bible.  It takes truth to transform us.  If you really want to grow up spiritually, you’ve got to get into this Book.  The more you get into it, the more you’re going to grow.  You need to read it and study it and memorize it and meditate on it and think about it and apply it to your life, because it takes truth to transform us.  A second tool God uses to shape our character is people, and that’s why last week we talked about fellowship.  The more quality time you spend connecting with other Christians, the more spiritually mature you’re going to become.  You’re never going to grow as a lone ranger Christian.  

But God uses more than just those two tools.  This morning we’re going to look at three surprising ways God helps us grow up spiritually.  In Romans 8:28 the Bible says, “In all things God works for the good for those who love him, who have been called according to his purposes.”   God works for our good and for our growth in godliness through all things.  Does that include bad things?  Painful things?  Does it even include mistakes we make?  Yes, it does.  In all things God works for the good of those who love him.  It doesn’t say all things are good because there’s a lot of bad in the world, but God uses all things to make me like Jesus.  

This morning we’re going to look at three unexpected tools of growth, and we’re going to see how God the Father used each of them in the life of his Son Jesus Christ.  Jesus had trouble in the garden, he had temptation in the desert, and he had trespasses on the cross.  And if you’re going to grow to become like Jesus Christ, God’s going to take you through those same experiences, one at a time.   


God Uses Trouble To Teach Us To Trust
Here’s the first of these three unexpected tools God uses to help us become more like Jesus.  Number one, God uses trouble to teach us to trust him.  Now in the Bible this word “trouble” is often called “trials.” Trials are situations designed by God to draw us closer to him.  They’re not designed to hurt us; they’re designed to help us.  If everything always goes smoothly in your life, you’ll never have the opportunity to develop a strong character.  So God has to bring some things along in our lives to stretch us, to cause us to grow, and these are called troubles or trials.  In Romans 5:3-4 the Bible says this: “…trouble produces patience, and patience produces character, and character produces hope.”  

Here is a truth we don’t always appreciate.  God is far more interested in what you are than in what you do.  God is always more interested in what you are, your character, than he is in what you do, your career.  God’s goal for our lives is not that we be successful, or that we be comfortable, but that we become like Christ.  Until we appreciate this, life isn’t going to make much sense.  All kinds of problems are going to come into our lives, and we’re going to say, “Why me Lord?  Why is this happening to me?” as if our life is supposed to be a life of comfort.  But it’s not.  The goal of life is not comfort.  This is not heaven.  One day you’re going to be in a place with no problems and no trials, in a place called heaven.  But this isn’t it.  This is not the place for comfort.  This is the place for character development.  And one of the things it takes, the Bible says, is trouble, because trouble produces patience, patience produces character, and character produces hope.  

Jesus went through many troubles and trials in his life on this earth, but his greatest time of trouble was the night before he was crucified.  He knew what he was going to have to face the next day and the intensity of that turmoil in his heart was enormous.  He was going to take the sin of the world on himself. He was going to die a horrible death by crucifixion, and the question he had to answer was this: “Will I trust my Father?”    

Jesus went that night to a place called Gethsemane.  He took his disciples to a garden, to a grove of olive trees, and under the stress of carrying the weight of the world’s sin he asked his disciples to stay with him while he prayed.  The Bible tells us, “They came to a garden called Gethsemane and Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Sit here while I pray.’” (Mark 14:32)  Now notice, even Jesus needed friends when he went through troubles.  That’s why you need a small group.  That’s why you need fellowship.  Nobody is supposed to go through the troubles of life alone.  Even Jesus needed friends.  Then stress and anguish came over Jesus, and he said, “The worry in my heart is so great that it almost crushes me.” (Mark 14:34)  He said, “I am almost crushed when I think of what’s going to happen tomorrow, what I’m going to have to go through.”  And notice how Jesus responded to trouble in the next verse “Father, everything is possible for you.  Please take this cup of suffering away from me.  Yet, I want your will, not mine!” (Mark 14:36)  

If we’re going to become like Jesus, this is the first lesson we’re going to have to learn.  When we go through trouble, it’s OK to say to God, “God I don’t like this.” Jesus said that.  But he also said, “Father, do whatever is best.  I want your will to be done in my life.”  Jesus surrendered to God’s plan.  Jesus said, “Father, do whatever fulfills your purpose in my life.”  

So here’s the first point.  If you’re going to become like Jesus Christ, you’ve got to learn to trust God completely, even when things are falling apart, even when you’re thinking, “I don’t understand this, I’m dying, I’m sinking, I’m going under water here.”  You and I are going to have to learn to trust God completely just the way Jesus did.  God uses trouble to teach us to trust him.  It’s easy to trust God when everything is going great in your life.  The real test of our faith is how we respond when everything is going wrong.  

Let me pass along a couple of ideas that can help you make the most of your troubles.  Number one, keep a spiritual journal.  God told Moses to do this when they spent 40 years wandering in the wilderness.  In Numbers 33:2 it says, “At the Lord’s direction, Moses kept a written record of their progress.”  Now there is a difference between a spiritual journal and a diary.  “Dear Diary, today I watched six hours of Sponge Bob on TV.  In the first episode …” No, the difference between a diary and a journal is that a diary is simply a recording of the events in your life.  It’s a little like using Twitter: “I am sitting on the patio.”  A journal is a recording of the lessons and insights learned in your life.  That’s the difference.  “What did I learn today?”  You don’t have to write down what you did today.  But what you learned today is something worth recording.  Listen to what a man named Peter Martin has to say about the value of a spiritual journal:

“I began keeping a spiritual journal in 1983 at the age of 19 when I went to Thailand for a summer missions project.  I’ve now continued that habit for nearly 20 years.  One thing I’ve noticed is how valuable my journaling has been in times of difficulty.  Twice in the past 10 years, as a result of recession, I’ve been laid off from a job.  The first time I couldn’t find work for almost a year.  As a new attorney, this was a strong blow to my self-worth.  My journal entries were filled with anger and confusion and doubt and I told God exactly how I felt. But in one journal entry I committed my career completely to God’s hands and I wrote that I would trust him no matter what happened.  I also committed to continue tithing even from the unemployment checks.  Now that didn’t make sense, but we trusted and obeyed God and God provided a job.  Five years later, though, it happened again. Suddenly, another economy-driven layoff.  At first I panicked because my wife had quit her job to raise our two-year-old. But when I got home that day, I did two things.  First, my wife and I knelt in our family room and we prayed and wept and asked God for his mercy and grace. Then I went back and I read my journal entries of when this happened the first time, and I reviewed the faith lessons that I had learned five years earlier.  What a difference that made.  A great sense of peace and strength filled me and I was able to handle that layoff far better than the first one because I could read and remember how God had taken care of us before.  I highly recommend keeping a spiritual journal, especially to men.  It doesn’t have to be a daily obsession.  It’s just a tool that God uses to help me clarify my thoughts, think out my prayers, draw closer to God and remember the lessons he’s taught me.  Then when the tough times hit, I can remember and review how he’s helped me in the past, and that makes it easier to trust God.”

Here’s a second tip for making the most of your troubles – remember the reward.  In eternity God is going to reward your character development.  The Bible says this: “Our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.” (2 Corinthians 4:17)   One paraphrase of this verse says it this way: “These hard times are small potatoes compared to the coming good times and the lavish celebration prepared for us.”  

Sara Groves has written a song about how troubles teach us to trust God.  Watch this:  YouTube Video of “Less Like Scars”
God Uses Temptation To Teach Us To Obey

There is a second surprising way God works in our lives to make us look more like Jesus.  He uses our temptations.  God uses our temptations to teach us to obey him.  Let’s be real clear about the definition of temptation, to distinguish it from a trial.  Temptations are situations designed by Satan and they’re intended to harm us.  God never tempts us to do evil.  Temptations are designed by Satan, and intended to hurt us.  God never tempts us, but God is able to use Satan’s temptations for good in our lives because temptation always provides a choice.  And when I choose for God rather than choosing for Satan, Satan’s plan is ruined and I start to grow in my life.   

Jesus faced temptations.  He never sinned, but he faced temptations.  Right after he was baptized at the very beginning of his public ministry at the age of 30, he went through an intense 40-day period of temptation out in the desert.  Look at what the Bible has to say in Matthew 4:1: “Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil.”  Now, if Jesus faced temptations, guess what? You and I are going to face temptations, too.  In fact, the fact that he faced temptations reminds us of some truths about temptation that help us to get through it, some things to remember.  Number one, remember that it is not a sin to be tempted.  Martin Luther used to say, “You can’t keep the birds from flying over your head, but you can keep them from building a nest in your hair.”  It is not possible to avoid temptation in life.  And it’s not a sin to be tempted.  

Number two, remember that everyone is tempted in the same ways.  The Bible says we’re all tempted in the same common ways.  One of the ways that Satan tricks us is he makes us feel like our temptation is harder than anyone else’s.  No it’s not.  Your temptation is just like everyone else’s.  We are all tempted to bend the truth to make ourselves look better.  We are all tempted to indulge our senses in things that aren’t right.  We are all tempted to keep the bigger piece of the pie for ourselves.  The Bible says in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.”    

It’s also important to remember that we never outgrow temptation.  We never get to a point in our lives where we become so spiritual or so old that we’re not tempted anymore.  But the point is that every temptation is an opportunity to grow when we make the right choice.  Every time we choose to resist the temptation, that act is a steppingstone toward becoming more like Jesus Christ.    

Here are a couple of thoughts on handling temptation.  First, keep focused on good thoughts.  The Bible talks about this in Philippians 4:8 when it says, “Fix your thoughts on what is true and good and right.”  Temptation starts in your mind, so make sure your mind is focused on the right things even before temptations come.  

Second, get a spiritual partner.  I know none of us like to talk about our temptations, but one of the ways to defeat them is to be open about them, to bring them out into the light.  Get a spiritual partner, someone who can help you.  The Bible tells us in Ecclesiastes 4:9-10, “You’re better off to have a friend than to be all alone…If you fall, your friend can help you up.”  So many of us go through life, and we have a temptation that’s been overwhelming in our lives.  But one reason this temptation has continued to wield such power over us is that we’ve faced it all alone all our lives.  So get a spiritual partner, someone you can talk to about this.  And your partner is not going to drop his jaw too far, because guess what?  He’s faced the same kind of temptation as you.  This step of recognizing “I need someone to help me through this” is a step that you need to take to defeat those temptations that in the past have defeated you.    

So here’s the question.  What temptation are you facing right now and how could God use that temptation as you choose to obey him as an opportunity for you to grow in character?   


God Uses Trespasses To Teach Us To Forgive  

Here’s the third unexpected way God works in our lives to help us become more like Jesus.  God uses trespasses to teach us to forgive.  Now what in the world are trespasses?  Well, if trials are situations designed by God to draw us closer to him and temptations are situations designed by the devil to draw us away from God, then trespasses are situations designed by other people to hurt us.  Yes, there are people in life who want to hurt you intentionally, and that’s why the Bible says in the Lord’s Prayer that we’re to pray, “Lord, forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who have trespassed against us.”  

Now this is a tough one.  It’s one thing to handle trouble and it’s another thing to handle temptation, but the most difficult tool of all that God uses in our lives to make us like Christ is this one.  Bearing the hurt of other people without retaliation is, without a doubt, the most important and the most difficult step in becoming like Jesus Christ because it often involves being misunderstood, being criticized, being judged, being hurt physically or emotionally or verbally, and even being abused.  Now let me be real clear…these are not good things.  These are evil things, and God is not the author of evil.  God does not cause these things.  God hates sin.  But he didn’t even protect his own Son from these things.  Even his own Son was misunderstood and hurt and judged and abused, and what makes you think you’re going to be let off the hook?  You see, on the cross Jesus Christ not only carried our sins, he also endured enormous abuse from the people who were right there.  Notice Matthew 27:39-44, it says “The people passing by (looking at Jesus on the cross) shook their heads and hurled insults at Jesus…and the elders made fun of him…Even the bandits who had been crucified with him insulted him in the same way.”  And what was his response?  Look at the next verse, “Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive these people, because they don’t know what they are doing.’”  

What did Jesus do?  What was his response to trespasses?  He yielded his right to get even.  He put up with the pain.  He responded to evil with good.  That’s what Jesus did.  Now, if you’re going to grow up spiritually and if you’re going to become like Jesus Christ, you’re going to have to learn the same thing.  The truth is in life you’re going to be hurt.  This is not heaven.  This is a fallen world.  Everybody sins.  You hurt other people.  Other people hurt you.  We hurt each other intentionally and unintentionally.  You’re going to be hurt often in life.  And if you’re going to become like Christ, you have to learn to forgive.  You say, “How do you do that?”  Well, how can you learn to forgive if you’ve never been hurt?  You can’t!  You can’t learn to forgive unless somebody’s hurt you.  And yet forgiveness is one of the primary qualities of God and God wants you to learn to become like him.  So there are hurts that are allowed in your life in order to make you like Jesus.

Now again, this is the toughest one, so let me give you two tips.  First, remember that God has forgiven me.  The Bible says, “Forgive others, just as God forgave you because of Christ.” (Ephesians 4:32)  God will never ask you to forgive anybody more than you’ve already been forgiven by him.  Second, remember God is in control.  When you’re being hurt by somebody else, yes, they may mean it for bad, but God will use it for good in your life.  In fact that’s the very thing Joseph said.  Do you remember Joseph who was betrayed by his own family in the Bible?  Joseph’s brothers so disliked their younger brother, they sold him into slavery and then lied to their dad and said, “Oh, he was killed by an animal.”  You might say this is a dysfunctional family.  And yet God had a plan in it all, even as Joseph was taken as a slave to Egypt and went through all kinds of things – falsely accused of rape, thrown into prison.  Joseph had no idea why things were going wrong in his life, and yet he trusted God the whole time.  He maintained a forgiving spirit.  And God knew exactly where he was and had him exactly where he wanted him to be and over time raised him up to be second in command only under Pharaoh.  And it was God’s plan for Joseph that saved two nations, Egypt and Israel, from starvation when the famines came.  You can read that story in Genesis.  And later the brothers came to this man, not realizing it was Joseph, and they went to ask for food to take back to their home.  And when Joseph reveals who he is, they are afraid he is going to kill them.  And yet he says this: “You meant to hurt me, but God turned your evil into good to save the lives of many people, which is being done.” (Genesis 50:20)   

Listen to these words from a 17-year-old Christian girl who has gone through a great deal of hurt.  This girl’s neighbor across the street abused her sexually for years.   And she kept it a secret.  But this neighbor was finally caught for the rape of another woman and was put in prison and this girl was called to testify in court about her experience.  Listen to what she says in her letter to her pastor:

“Pastor Rick, by allowing God to take control and lift the burden of my hurt from my heart, God gave me strength.  Today I can truthfully say that because of the trials I’ve faced, I’ve been made stronger.  Recently I read a book called Where is God When It Hurts? and there was a sentence that I’ve found to be true.  It says this, ‘Faith in God offers no assurance against tragedy, but in every case suffering offers an opportunity for us to display God’s work.’”  

That is spiritual maturity, far beyond that young girl’s age.  God uses trouble to teach us to trust, and God uses temptation to teach us to obey, and God uses trespasses to teach us to forgive, because we can’t become like Jesus without learning to trust and obey and forgive.  

God’s third purpose for your life is to make you like Jesus Christ.  And if that’s true, then he’s going to take you through everything Jesus went through.  Why would he exempt you or me?  That means he’s going to take you through a Gethsemane, an experience of trouble, where you learn to trust his love.  He’s going to take you through a desert, an experience of temptation, where you learn to obey him and do the right thing.  And he’s going to take you to the cross, a time of trespass, where you learn to forgive.  But there is a promise.  This paraphrase of Romans 8:17 says, “We go through exactly what Christ goes through.  But if we go through the hard times with him, then we’re certainly going to go through the good times with him.”
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