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A prominent psychologist contends that the predominant emotion of the average American male is disappointment.  And while that conclusion came out of a survey of men, I have a hunch that it applies to all of us to one degree or another.  In fact, I suspect that we who follow Jesus may feel even more disappointment than most people.  After all, we tell people that Jesus has changed our lives.  We tell people that Jesus has come into our lives and has given us power to live the kind of lives we’ve always wanted.  As follower of Jesus we have committed ourselves to some fairly high moral standards.  We are committed to purity, to integrity, to generosity, to patience, to forgiveness, and to faithfulness.  We believe you should love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.  We believe we have a moral responsibility to feed the hungry and care for the poor.  
In other words, we have fairly high expectations of ourselves.  We expect to live morally pure lives, we expect to live life on a higher plane than we did before we followed Jesus, and we expect through the power of Jesus to change our world.  But have you noticed that your reality does not always match your ideals?  Have you discovered that who you are does not always measure up to who you expect yourself to be, that the person you have become falls short of the person you hoped you would become?  
Think of it like this.  Many of us are fans of the San Jose Sharks, our local hockey team.  Last year they won the President’s Trophy, awarded to the team that accumulates the most points during the regular season.  Based on their regular season performance, we fans had high expectations for the playoffs.  We hoped the Sharks would win the Stanley Cup; in fact, we sort of expected it.  But then they lost in the first round of the playoffs to some minor league team from Anaheim, and what did we feel?  We were disappointed. If the team had only had a mediocre regular season, we wouldn’t have had such high expectations for them, and we wouldn’t have been as disappointed when they lost.  That’s the risk of having high expectations.

And I think it works the same way for we who follow Jesus.  Because we have such high expectations of ourselves, we find ourselves being more deeply disappointed when we don’t live up to those expectations.  I can assure you that it works that way for me.  It’s one of the job hazards of being a pastor.  After all, I stand up here Sunday after Sunday and challenge us to love God more and to love each other more and to give more and to sacrifice more, and when I discover myself not living up to the standards I challenge you to live by, you can imagine how disappointed I am in myself.  I’m not asking for your sympathy in any way when I tell you that; I’m just telling you that I understand very well what it means to go to bed at night and to feel disappointed at how you lived that day.

But we who feel that disappointment are in good company.  We are studying this summer a letter written by a man named Paul to the church at Rome.  Paul is universally considered to be one of the greatest Christians of all time.  He wrote 13 of the 27 books in our New Testament.  No one sacrificed his life for the gospel more than Paul; no one was more devoted to a life of godliness than Paul.  And no one felt more disappointment in himself than Paul.  Listen to what Paul writes about himself in Romans 7:
We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin.  I do not understand what I do.  For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.  And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good.  As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me.  I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature.  For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do – this I keep on doing.  Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.

So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.   For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.  What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God – through Jesus Christ our Lord!  (Romans 7:14-25)
Paul understands our disappointment.  He felt it every bit as deeply as we do.  Like us, Paul was conflicted.  He believed with all his heart that because of what Jesus accomplished on the Cross, he had been justified, that he had been made right with God.  And yet he was also profoundly aware that despite the work Jesus had done in his life, he still thought wrong thoughts and did wrong things.  
So how do we escape the debilitating dilemma of disappointment?  Surely it’s not 
God’s desire that we live in disappointment and frustration.  So how do we deal with it; how do we break the cycle?  Let me offer three suggestions that have helped me, and see if they are of some value to you.
Transformation, Not Information
Here’s my first thought – realize that the answer is not more information, but transformation.  The answer to the dilemma of disappointment is not that we need to know more information or to gain more insight; we need someone to help us change.
Let me first show you where I get this in the text, and then I’ll come at it from our own human experience.  Bible scholars are somewhat split on how to interpret the text we just read.  The majority opinion is that Paul is writing these words as a committed Christian who continues to struggle with his own sinfulness, that despite his best efforts to be an obedient follower of Jesus he still finds himself being enslaved by sin.  But there’s another way of understanding this passage.  There’s another point of view that contends that it makes no sense for Paul to say that he is still in slavery to sin, as he writes in verse 14, when he’s just been telling us in the previous chapters that Jesus has set us free from our slavery to sin.  So these scholars say that Paul must be writing from the perspective of a devout Jewish person who is doing his best to obey the Mosaic Law but who continues to fail no matter how hard he tries.  These scholars suggest that by using the word “I” Paul is identifying with his Jewish brothers and sisters, with the deeply religious Jews who were his closest friends for so many years, with those Jews who devoted their lives to learning God’s law and with keeping God’s laws.  And their experience, which was also Paul’s experience before he met Jesus, was that no matter how much they studied and no matter how hard they tried, they simply were unable to obey the law to the degree they wanted to.
Now if that is the right way to look at these verses, then this first point is surely the point Paul is trying to make, that the answer is not information but transformation.  After all, no one knew God’s law better than the people Paul grew up with.  Like Paul, they were Pharisees, and they were devout students of the law.  They had spent hours and hours every day of their lives studying God’s laws.  The rabbis, in fact, had memorized most and sometimes all of the Hebrew Scriptures.  But it is one thing, they all discovered for themselves, to know what God says is right and wrong; it is another to do it.  
And even if the majority view of this passage is right, that Paul writes these words as a follower of Jesus struggling to live up to his ideals, I think the application is the same – the answer is not more information, but transformation.  Let me give you a couple of illustrations to explain what I mean.

Ring-tailed monkeys in Africa are a delicacy to the Zulus, but they are extremely difficult to catch because they are so agile. The Zulus found a way to do it. They get a coconut and drill a little hole in it, just big enough for the monkeys to get their hands in. They hollow it out and put cooked rice into it. Then they tie a rope in the bottom of the coconut to the base of a tree. The monkeys come out of the tree and climb down because they smell the rice. They stick their hand in the coconut and grab the rice. But in making a fist to hold onto the rice, they can’t get their hand out. They run up the tree until they come to the end of the rope. Then bam – they fall down! But they still don’t let go of the rice. Again and again, they run up, then bam, right back down!  And the Zulus then come and capture the ring-tail monkeys and have them for dinner.   
Now all the monkeys have to do to get out of their predicament is what?  They simply have to let go of the rice.  So why don’t they do that?  It’s not, experts tell us, because they’re stupid; it’s because they’re stubborn.  They want what they want.  And so often the same is true of us.  We know better.  We know right from wrong.  We know what we’re doing is destructive.  But we still do it.  Think about a guy like Gov. Sanford of South Carolina.  Do you think he just didn’t know it was wrong for him to leave his wife to go to Argentina to visit his mistress?  Do you think he didn’t know it was wrong for him to lie to his staff about where he was and just hope that no one would find out?  This is a guy who campaigned on a morals and values platform.  This is a highly-educated, highly religious individual.  He knew this was wrong; he knew it was foolish.  But he was stubborn.  He wanted what he wanted.
The remedy for our disappointment is not more information about what’s right and what’s wrong.  We need a transformation.  We don’t need a better education; we need a renovation.  
Let me give you an illustration that is kind of embarrassing to me, but one I think some of you will relate to.  I had two root canals done recently – one on purpose, and one by mistake, but that’s a whole other story.  At any rate, I was back in the endodontist’s chair for the follow-up appointment.  The endodontist put what is called a “rubber dam” in my mouth while he worked on my teeth, just like he had a week before.  He had been working on me for about 45 minutes when I asked for a break.  I asked how much longer; he said another 45 minutes, and then put that thing back on my mouth.  Now I wasn’t in any pain from this procedure, and I had no trouble breathing.  All I was doing was lying there in the chair in a relatively pleasant office.  But when the guy told me I was going to be there with that thing on my mouth for another 45 minutes, my body revolted.  My heart started to race and I immediately began to sweat rather profusely.  For a minute or so I tried to remind myself of the facts; I tried to calm myself with information.  I told myself I was in no pain, that I had done this just the week before, that I would be fine, and so on and so on.  But none of that information helped me.  As a matter of fact, at that particular moment no amount of information would have been able to help me.  I was very much aware that what I was experiencing was wholly irrational.  I knew Mr. Spock would have been very disappointed in me. But that didn’t matter.  I didn’t need information; I needed a transformation.    
In Romans 7 Paul acknowledges this about our struggle with sin – our problem is not with a lack of information.  It’s not that we don’t know right and wrong.  But there is just something in us that is so stubborn, something often even irrational, something we need help with.  And next week as we get to chapter 8 of Romans, we’ll get to the answer Paul has for us, which is the Holy Spirit living is us, giving us the power to live the life we’ve always wanted.  The Spirit, Paul will show us, doesn’t merely give us better information; the Spirit transforms our hearts and our desires.  The Spirit enables us to do what we want so much to do and to become who we want very much to become.
 Here’s one last illustration on this point.  As a pastor I have the privilege of doing a fair bit of premarital and marital counseling.  And what sometimes happens is that one of the two partners is hoping I will tell the other person to shape up.  Sometimes it is very clear that one partner wants me to tell the other one that he or she needs to be nicer or to be more honest or to be more patient.  And while I certainly have no trouble raising those issues, what I sometimes tell the couple, though in kinder words than what I’m about to say right now, is this: “Is it really necessary for me to tell your spouse to be nice?  Do you seriously think your partner doesn’t know he’s supposed to be honest with you?”  In fact what I am tempted to say is, “If it comes as news to your spouse that he’s supposed to tell you the truth, if this is really new information for him, then you shouldn’t have married him in the first place.”
Most of the time the couples I counsel with don’t need more information.  They don’t need me to inform them, for example, that the last one out of bed should make the bed.  What we need as married couples is transformation.  We need a heart change.  We need the power of the Holy Spirit to change our attitudes and our values and our priorities; we need the Spirit to give us the power to love our partner in the way we really want to love him.  And next Sunday we will learn how that works as we study Romans 8 together.
Training, Not Trying
Here’s the second suggestion for dealing with the disappointment we feel for not living up to our expectations – the answer is not in trying harder, but in training.  
A number of us have encountered this thought before in a small group study at least two of our groups have gone through.  This is a thought Pastor John Ortberg of Menlo Park Presbyterian Church has written about a fair bit.  Our usual way of dealing with our disappointment is to try harder.  You lose your temper and suddenly you are using your “bowling words” right in front of your young kids, and you realize you can’t let this happen again.  So what will you do?  You’ll try harder next time to control your temper and control your tongue.  You give in to the temptation to look at stuff on your computer you know you shouldn’t look at, and you immediately feel shame.  So what will you do?  Next time you will try harder.
But while it is certainly a good thing to resolve to try harder, it is often not very effective.  Let’s say that all our guitarists suddenly took ill and Bob asked me to play guitar in the band.  So I pick up the guitar, assuming I can figure out how to hold it, and give it a try – after all, I did take one guitar lesson when I was 14.  You can predict the results – it would be awful.  It would be a disaster.  But I tell Bob not to worry, because next Sunday I will do what?  I’ll try harder.  So what do you think?  Do you think the result will be any better if I show up and try harder the next Sunday?  Not a chance.  It will still be awful, no matter how hard I try.

But what if I do some training?  What if I take lessons, and I spend some time every day practicing?  What if I have someone work with me for a few months?  What if I devote myself to doing whatever it takes to learn how to play the guitar?  Now I am quite aware that I will never be very good on the guitar, but I assure you that I will be much better if instead of just trying harder I spend time in training.

And surely it works the same way in our spiritual lives.  The answer is not to simply try harder, though I think that is a commendable goal.  The answer is not trying, but training.  Paul says exactly this in another of his letters when he writes, “Train yourself to be godly.  For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.” (1 Timothy 4:7-8)  
So how do we do this; what does it look like to go into training spiritually?  Whole books are written about this, so it clearly involves far more than we have time to address this morning.  But let me suggest just one idea – use a trainer.  Engage a friend to help you train.  Maybe you don’t call him a trainer; maybe he’s your training partner.  But enlist someone’s help to keep you motivated and to give you feedback and to hold you accountable.  Athletes have long known the value of having trainers and training partners.  Tiger Woods is far and away the best golfer in the world, and he still uses trainers.  Roger Federer, the world’s best tennis player, uses trainers.  Actors use trainers.  Surgeons use trainers.  So when it comes to growing a bigger heart and a stronger faith and a more disciplined spirit, why not enlist someone to help you train yourself in godliness?
Let’s say you and your spouse are going through a bit of a rocky time.  In your heart of hearts you want to be the best husband you can be, you want to be supportive and kind and encouraging and patient.  But do you remember what Paul wrote in Romans 7?  He said, “For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do – this I keep on doing.” (Romans 7:18-19)  And that’s you – you want to be a great husband, but week after week you seem to keep making a mess of things.  So what do you need?  You don’t need someone to give you more information; you don’t need someone to tell you, “Be nice.”  You need someone to help you to train yourself in the art of loving your mate for all she’s worth.  So maybe you get together with one of your married buddies, or with a group of married buddies, and together you commit yourselves to growing in your relationship skills.  You read a book together on marriage.  You get together once or twice a week to talk about what you’ve read and to talk about how you’re doing, and you pray together for God’s grace and for the Holy Spirit to change your heart and your habits.  After all, we all go through training for our jobs; why shouldn’t we go into training to make our marriages and our relationships the best they can be?  When it comes to growing our character, the answer is not simply to try harder; the answer is to train yourself in godliness.
Grace, Not Guilt
And here’s the last suggestion for dealing with the disappointment we feel for not living up to our expectations – the answer is not guilt, but grace.  
Do you remember Pinocchio?  In the story of Pinocchio, the woodworker Gepetto carves a little boy out of wood.  Amazingly, when he carves an arm, the arm starts to move around. Quickly he carves the boy’s head and his eyes and suddenly the eyes open. Gepetto thinks, “This is amazing!” He carves one of the legs and the leg starts moving around.  Then when Gepetto turns around to pick up another tool, Pinocchio’s freed leg kicks Gepetto in the behind.  Gepetto turns around and makes a profound theological statement to Pinocchio: “I am not even done creating you and you are already a rebellious child.”

That is the truth about you and me – we are rebellious children.  Sin comes very naturally to us.  Sin is a hard habit for us to break.  And as followers of Jesus, it’s not that we want to sin; what we genuinely want is to live right.  We genuinely and sincerely and passionately want to be loving and kind and honest and pure and faithful.  And yet we sin.  So what’s the answer?  The answer is not guilt – it’s grace.
Here’s what I mean.  Guilt can be a very healthy emotion.  Just as we should feel pain when we stick our hand in a fire, we should feel guilty when we lie to someone or are mean to someone.  But God’s goal is not for you and me to feel guilty.  God’s goal is for our guilt to motivate us to seek out his grace, his grace that forgives our sin and that makes our hearts new.  
Notice how Paul puts it at the end of his confessional in Romans 7:  “What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God – through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:24-25)   There are times when it is appropriate to say, “What a wretched man I am.”  Sometimes we act wretchedly; sometimes we say wretched words.  But don’t stop there; you don’t get brownie points with God or with anyone else for wallowing in guilt.  Move from your guilt to God’s grace.  Jesus wants to rescue you from your sin.  Yes, he wants to forgive your sin.  But remember – grace is more than a bailout.  More than forgiving your sin, he wants to rescue you from it, to deliver you from your addictions and your bad habits and your stubborn selfishness.  That’s how grace works – it’s not just forgiveness of your past; it’s a power for the present.  
Let me close with one last very practical way of dealing with the disappointment we feel when we fail to live up to our expectations.  The next time you feel that sting, tell yourself this: “God is proud of me.  God is proud of me for having high expectations.  God is proud of me for caring when I fall short.  God is proud of me for wanting to do what’s right.  God is proud of me for asking him for grace.”  And you can say those things to yourself because they are all true.  God, in his grace, is so very proud of you and is so anxious to rescue you from whatever mess you might have made.  So let’s ask him for his grace right now.  
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