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In the last few months the world has lost a number of stars, including people like Ed McMahon, Farah Fawcett, Michael Jackson and Steve McNair.  It has been nearly impossible not to read about the lives these celebrities lived; their stories have been recited in every cable news show, in every magazine, and on every website.  And while I won’t be so presumptuous as to suggest that I knew what any one of those stars was really like, what I read about them more often than not left me feeling very sad.  They were each great performers; they were outstanding professionals.  But from much of what I read – which I am aware is not the whole truth – I found myself feeling a bit of grief over who they were as people.  In many ways they lived the kind of lives so many of us want.  They were extraordinary at what they did; they accumulated significant fortunes; they enjoyed considerable fame.  And yet for the most part I would not say any of them lived the life you or I or anyone has always wanted.
So what’s the life you’ve always wanted?  If you could design the ideal life, what would it look like?  Let me suggest this morning that in Romans 8 the Apostle Paul describes for us the life you’ve always wanted.  More importantly, Paul not only describes it for us – he explains to us how we can live it.  Romans 8 is one of those chapters we could study for the next year.  Many Christians will tell you that this is their favorite chapter in the Bible.  We don’t have time on Sunday mornings to go into the kind of depth this chapter deserves, so I encourage you to read over it and to meditate on it on your own over the next couple of weeks.  This morning we’re going to take a look at the first 17 verses of this chapter, and next Sunday we will focus on verses 18 to 38.  So let’s get started and see what we can learn from Romans 8 about how to live the life we’ve truly always wanted.
I Can Live At Peace
Let’s take it from the top; here’s how Romans 8 begins:
Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.  For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.  And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit. (Romans 8:1-4)  
Paul gets right to what I think is the first necessary element of the life I’ve always wanted in verse 1 when he says that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  I cannot live the life I’ve always wanted unless I can live at peace with my past.  And that’s what Jesus offers me.  Through Jesus, I can live at peace with my past.   I don’t have to be riddled with regret over the things I shouldn’t have done or by the things I should have done.  Because of Jesus, I can let go of all the guilt, all the remorse, and all the shame.
Have you ever eaten something and almost immediately regretted it?  Maybe you were down the street at Black Angus and you had a great meal – you had an appetizer, a salad, a steak, baked potato, some vegetables and some warm bread.  And then you saw the waiter walk by carrying this large chocolate cake smothered with ice cream and hot fudge and you decided that you had to have that same dessert yourself.  It didn’t matter that this particular dessert could feed a family of five for a week, you had to have one all to yourself.  And then about halfway through you realized that this was a bad idea.  Oh, you still finished it; you were paying for it and you didn’t want to waste it, not when there are kids in Africa who don’t have enough to eat, as if consuming this dessert somehow helps them.  But the rest of that evening was miserable for you.  You could hardly drive home, you were so uncomfortable.  Forget about sleeping, because all that food in your gut just sat there like you had swallowed a medicine ball.  And there was nothing you could do except give it time and hope that when you woke up the next day your misery would be nothing but a memory.
So have you ever done anything and almost immediately regretted it?  Have you ever laid in bed at night rehearsing what you’d done or what you’d said and feel the shame wash over you like a hot flash?  Have you ever had your conscience condemn you?  It is a painful feeling, isn’t it?  
By the way, that’s actually often a healthy reaction.  Feeling shame when you do something wrong means your conscience is healthy.  If a fire were to break out in this building, the fire alarm would go off.  I really dislike our alarm, I have to tell you.  It is so loud and so ear-piercing that it’s painful.  But the bigger problem would be if we were to have a fire and the alarm didn’t go off.  The alarm warns us that there is a problem; it alerts us to danger.  It motivates us to take action to address a hazardous situation.  And that’s how God has designed our consciences.  God hasn’t designed us to feel guilt and shame when we fail morally just because he wants us to feel bad.  God does not use guilt and shame as a way to punish us; it’s God’s way to warn us, to alert us, to motivate us to do something to correct a problem that if left unresolved will kill us.
Let me take you back to one verse in Romans 7.  Romans 8 begins with the word “therefore,” and whenever you see that word in the Bible you want to stop and ask “What is it there for?”  Look back at Romans 7:24, where Paul writes: “What a wretched man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?”  As we saw last week, Paul is lamenting his continuing struggle with sin, and in this verse he uses an image the people of Rome were very familiar with to emphasize how serious a problem our sin is.  The Romans were very good at killing people.  They were the ones who came up with crucifixion, which may well be the most painful way ever invented to put someone to death.  They also had another method of killing people which involved “the body of death.”  Here’s how it worked.  The soldiers would take the condemned person, the person who their courts had sentenced to death, and tie them up.  Then they would take the body of someone who had recently died and tie the condemned person to that dead body.  So what’s the problem, other than being a little gross?  The problem is that as the dead body decays and decomposes, the rotting flesh of the corpse pollutes and infects the living body, until that person eventually dies from disease.  That is the back story to this phrase “the body of death.”
So why does Paul use such a gruesome image?  Because Paul is trying to tell us that sin is serious; he is trying to make the point that sin will kill us if we don’t do anything about it.  The pain we feel when we feel guilty is God’s way of warning us that we better do something about sin, that just ignoring it and hoping it goes away is not an option.  So if you find yourself feeling shame and guilt and regret … good.  We should feel that way when we fail morally.

But the good news of Romans 8 is that we don’t have to let guilt ruin our lives.  We don’t have to live under condemnation.  Paul says, “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  If you are a follower of Jesus, you are not living under condemnation.  You have been forgiven, you have been justified, you have been bailed out.  You can live at peace with your past.  You can be assured that all your sin has been completely and permanently forgiven.  All your failures, all your frustrations … they’re gone because of what Jesus did on the cross, Paul tells us.
Now before we move by this thought too quickly, let me make sure we appreciate this point – there are people who are living under condemnation.  Let’s be sure to appreciate that sin is a really big deal, that sin has very serious consequences.  If sin wasn’t a big deal, Jesus’ death on the cross wouldn’t be a big deal, would it?  If sin wasn’t a big deal, Jesus’ death on the cross would have been unnecessary.  But because sin is a killer, and because the consequence of sin is condemnation and death, it was necessary for Jesus to die to pay for the damage our sin caused and to bail us out of its consequences.  We all know people who are living under condemnation because of their sin against God. Some of them are our closest friends; some are family members we love with all our hearts.  And while we can’t ask God to make our friends put their faith in Jesus against their will, we can ask God to do whatever it takes to make them more willing.  If you’re wondering how to pray for that family member or that friend who continues to blow you off when you talk about God and to blow off God himself, this is how you can pray.  God respects our free will.  He will never force us to follow him against our will.  But God is able in a million different ways to make us more willing, and we should ask God to do just that. (Pray)
I Can Live With Power 
So the first point Paul makes in Romans 8 is that because of Jesus, we can live at peace with our past.  We are free from condemnation.  Jesus has made it possible for our regrets to be redeemed.
Then we get to Paul’s second point in his discussion of the life you’ve always wanted.  In the next handful of verses Paul informs us that through God’s Spirit, we can live with power.  First, we can live at peace, and second, we can live with power.  Let me show you what Paul says:
Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires.  The mind of the sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace … You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you.  And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.  (Romans 8:5-9)  
In these verses we get to what is so amazing about becoming a Christian.  A Christian is not simply a person who believes certain things.  To become a Christian is not like changing political parties; it’s not like saying, “Well, I used to vote this way, but now I’ve changed my mind on certain issues and I vote this way.”  To become a Christian is more than a change of mind; it’s a change of heart.  To become a Christian is to experience a miracle!  When you commit your life to Jesus, God himself comes to live in you through the person of the Holy Spirit.  Grace is more than a bailout that wipes your moral slate clean; grace means that God invades your soul and gives you his power to live the life you’ve always wanted.
Would you agree with me that most people you know want to live good lives?  I think we do.  I think we want to be kind, to be compassionate, to be patient, to be humble, to be pure, to be faithful, to be self-disciplined and to be generous.  The problem isn’t so much with the “want to” – the problem is with the “how to.”  
Have any of you ever watched Dave Ramsey on TV, or maybe read one of his books?  Dave Ramsey is a Christian financial counselor.  One of the things he’s done is to put together a 13 week course called “Financial Peace University” that we hope to offer here early in 2010.  Here’s Dave Ramsey’s pitch to pastors; it’s a very simple thought.  He says, “Stop telling your church to give; teach them how.”  Ramsey is a big believer in the joy of living generously.   He believes, as we often say here, that God tells us to give not because of what he wants from us, but because of what he wants for us.  But here’s the problem, Ramsey says.  We tell people that they should give, that they should be generous.  And most people, when they understand the benefits of giving, want to give.  But most of us, he says, don’t know how.  How do you give when you are living from paycheck to paycheck, as most of us are?  How do you give when every month you are spending more than you’re making, as most people do?  How do you give when you aren’t able to save anything for retirement as it is?  And Dave Ramsey says if we in the church aren’t doing anything to help people to learn how to handle their finances so they can pay their bills and save for retirement, then it is futile, and a little bit mean, to tell people that on top of everything else they need to give 10% of their income to church.  So he says, “Stop telling your church to give; teach them how.”

In these verses in Romans 8, Paul doesn’t just tell us that we should live better; he doesn’t just say, “Stop sinning and live with integrity and character.”  Paul tells us how.  First he tells us some good news.  He tells us that God has given us all the power we need to live with character and courage and compassion, that God has given us his Spirit to live in and through us.  And then Paul tells us how to use that power, how to activate it.  It’s a matter, Paul says, of our “mind set.”  Look back at verse 5: “Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires.”  
Do you remember when you were first learning to drive?  Something I discovered early on when I first began driving was that I would steer the car in the direction I was looking.  If I focused on the white dashes in the middle of the road, the car would begin to drift toward the middle of the road.  That’s how life works – we go in the direction of our focus, we go towards what our mind is set on.

Paul tells us that the way to activate the power of the Holy Spirit is to set our minds on what?  Notice he doesn’t say to set our minds on the Holy Spirit.  I’m not sure I’d even know how to do that.  I can’t even picture a Spirit.  Every time I do it comes out looking like Casper the friendly ghost.  No, Paul, says to set your mind on what the Spirit desires.  So what does the Spirit desire?  Well, since the Holy Spirit is the author of this book, it’s a good bet we can discover what the Spirit desires by reading it.  For example in Galatians 5 we read this: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” (Galatians 5:22-23)  That’s what the Spirit desires; that’s what we need to focus on, to set our minds on, to pay attention to.

Every week you and I have a list of a hundred different things to do.  If your experience is like mine, every week you do maybe half of those things and the rest get put aside.  Sometimes the same things keep getting put aside, week after week after week.  So what’s the difference between the things that get done and those that get put aside?  The things that get done are the things we focus on, the things we set our minds on, the things we pay attention to.  That’s very simplistic, I know.  But let’s ask ourselves this – how much focus did we give this last week to what the Spirit desires?  Last week, did you or I focus at all, for example, on gentleness?  God says he has given us the power to become gentle people.  But it’s not going to happen by magic.  It happens when we set our minds on it.
Tony Robbins was in San Jose recently; I did not attend his event, but I do remember something he once wrote about how to change your focus.  He said, “If you want to change your focus, you need to ask different questions.”  Here’s an example he uses.  When something goes wrong in our lives, our normal reaction is to ask this question: “Why me?”  Have you ever done that?  “Why did I get sick?  Why did my car get run into?  Why did this happen to me?”  And when you ask that question, what is your focus?  Your focus is on your misery and your pain, which just makes you more unhappy.  Asking “Why me?” does not help you to experience love, joy, peace and patience.  So Robbins suggests that we change our focus by changing the question.  Instead of asking, “Why me?” Robbins suggests we ask, “How can I use this?”  Change the question and you will change your focus.  When we change the question to “How can I use this?” our focus becomes those qualities the Spirit desires, like self-control, goodness and gentleness.  
Listen to this quote from one of John Ortberg’s books:  “It is possible to live in such a way that when people see us they will say to themselves, ‘Wow!  I didn’t know that a life could look like that.’  It indeed happens.  It has happened for many who have followed Christ, and it really is possible for us … But we will not drift into such a life.  We must decide.” (The Life You’ve Always Wanted, p. 57)  God has made it possible for us to live the life we’ve always wanted, to become the kind of people we’ve always wanted to become.  If you are a follower of Jesus, you have God himself present in you through the Holy Spirit to enable you to become the kind of person who will make those around you say, “Wow!”  But it won’t happen until we make becoming that person our focus, until we orient our time and energy and resources around that objective.  In order for us to activate God’s power in our lives, we need to set our minds on what the Spirit desires.  We need to focus on growing a bigger heart and a more godly character.  So let’s stop again for a moment and ask God to help us do just that. (Pray)
I Can Live With Perspective
And here’s the third element of the life you’ve always wanted.  First, we can be at peace with our past.  Second, we can live with power, power to live extraordinary lives.  And third, we can live with perspective, with a perspective that enables us to deal positively with our pain and hardship.
Listen to what Paul writes to the Christians in Rome:
And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you … Because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.  For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship.  And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.”  The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.  Now if we are children, then we are heirs – heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.  (Romans 8:11, 14-17)  
Here’s the perspective Paul wants us to develop as we contemplate our sufferings, our pain and even our death.  First, Paul never says that followers of Jesus won’t suffer.  He never says we won’t die.  But he does tell us we can live without fear, that the prospect of suffering and death need not traumatize and paralyze us.  For example, he wants us to know that death will not be the end.  The same God who raised Jesus from death lives in us and will raise us from death as well.  Have you heard this saying?  “That which does not kill me only makes me stronger.”  Well here’s the corollary: “That which does not kill me only delays the inevitable.”  We will all die.  But for we who follow Jesus, death is not the end; it is only the beginning of the life we’ve always wanted.
Second, Paul tells us that just as God can redeem our regrets, so he can redeem our sufferings.  In his grace, our God is able to transform our suffering into glory.  When I was a kid I often played basketball by myself in my driveway.  And here’s something I think every kid does.  I would pretend I was playing a game, and I would pretend my team was losing by one point with just a few seconds to go.  I would then dribble this way and that way, and then hoist up a long, impossible shot.  And when that shot would happen to go in, I would raise my hands in triumph and say to myself, “And the crowd goes wild!”  Did you ever do that?  Did you ever imagine a large crowd cheering for you, chanting your name, singing your praises?  
Someday, the Bible tells us, the entire world will sing the praises of Jesus.  Someday every knee will bow and give him worship and praise for his greatness, his power and his grace.  And we who share in Jesus’ sufferings, Paul says, will also share in his glory.  We’ve seen something like that happen, haven’t we?  We’ve seen someone win a best actor award or some such honor, and as the crowd applauded, that person invited a loved one or a close friend up on the stage to share in the glory with him.  That’s our future, the Bible says.  So learn to keep your suffering in perspective.  The suffering of a follower of Jesus is not pointless, and the strength we show in our suffering will not be forgotten.  
Have you ever heard this song?  “Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen.  Nobody knows but Jesus.  Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen.”  Do you remember the last line of that chorus?  “Glory, alleluia!”  Most of us have gone through some kind of trouble that no one else really knows about, that no one else can fully appreciate.  No one else really understands the hardship we’ve endured, the sleepless nights, the ache in our heart, the pain that permeates our souls.  But Jesus knows.  Jesus understands.  Jesus feels our pain and our suffering like no one else can.  And what the Bible wants us to remember is that Jesus will one day exchange our pain for glory.  If we share in Jesus’ sufferings, we will share in his glory.  Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen … nobody knows but Jesus.  Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen … Glory, alleluia!  

 The life you’ve always wanted will not be, unfortunately, a life free from pain.  But as followers of Jesus we can keep our pain in perspective.  We can know that the one we call “Abba, Father” can use our pain for our good and even for our glory.  So as we close let’s stop one more time to talk to our Father and to ask him to give us the grace to put our pain and our hurt and our suffering into perspective and to trust him to use our pain for our good. (Pray)
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