Spiritual Transformation
More Than Behavior Management
Romans 12:1-21
Most of us approach personal change in basically the same way: we identify something we are doing wrong and try to stop doing it. For example:
· We lose our temper, so we decide to control our anger.
· We spend too much, so we make a budget.
· We neglect prayer, so we establish a prayer schedule.
· We gossip, so we resolve to watch what we say.
· We are impatient, so we try harder to be patient.
There is nothing wrong with any of these efforts. Christians are responsible for their behavior, and self-control is part of Christian maturity. The problem is that we often begin at the wrong end of the process. We try to change what we do without first changing the thinking that produces what we do.
Paul addresses this problem directly in Romans 12:2: "Let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think."
Notice where Paul places the beginning of transformation.
· Not with behavior.
· Not with circumstances.
· Not even with feelings, but with THINKING!
Paul is saying that God transforms the Christian from the inside outward. He changes the way we understand ourselves, other people, our abilities, our difficulties, our enemies, and ultimately the purpose of our lives.
When those things change in our minds, corresponding changes begin appearing in our behavior.
This is why Christian transformation is more than behavior management, it's changed thinking in 7 key areas of life. First area..
1. Changed Thinking About Ourselves
Paul begins in verse 3: "Don't think you are better than you really are. Be honest in your evaluation of yourselves."
The first evidence of a renewed mind is a changed view of self. The world constantly encourages us to compare ourselves with other people. Who is more successful? Who has more influence? Who receives more recognition? Who has more money? Who is more talented?
Comparison easily produces either pride or discouragement.
· If I think I am superior, I become proud.
· If I think I am inferior, I become discouraged or envious.
Paul offers another way of thinking. "Be honest in your evaluation of yourselves."
The transformed Christian does not need to pretend to be greater than he is, nor does he need to deny the abilities God has given him.
He simply sees himself truthfully. Everything I have ultimately comes from God. My salvation is by grace. My abilities are gifts. My opportunities are blessings. My place in the church is an assignment of service, not a measurement of importance. Think this way long enough and behavior begins to change.
The person who thinks humbly does not constantly demand recognition. He can listen. He can apologize. He can accept correction. He can celebrate another person's success without feeling threatened.
Humility in behavior begins with humility in thinking. Second area...
2. Changed Thinking About Other Christians
Paul then moves from how we see ourselves to how we see each other.
Romans 12:4-5 says that just as our bodies have many parts, Christ's body contains many members, and "we all belong to each other." That is a radical change in thinking.
The church is not simply a religious organization that I attend. It is not a spiritual service provider whose job is to meet my needs. It is a body to which I belong. And Paul goes even further: we belong to each other. Think about how that changes behavior. If church is simply a place I attend, I can leave whenever I am disappointed.
If church is primarily about what I receive, I will constantly evaluate it according to my preferences.
· Did I like the sermon?
· Did I like the songs?
· Are there enough activities for me?
· Am I getting what I want?
But, if these people are my brothers and sisters and we belong to one another, the questions change.
· Who needs encouragement?
· Who needs prayer?
· Who is struggling?
· Where can I serve?
· Who needs me to remain faithful?
Changed thinking produces changed participation. The consumer becomes a servant. The spectator becomes a participant. The individual becomes part of a body. Third area...
3. Changed Thinking About Our Abilities
Paul continues this thought in verses 6–8 by discussing spiritual gifts. Teaching, serving, encouraging, giving, leadership, showing kindness–Paul says these gifts should be used faithfully. The important change in thinking is this:
· My abilities are not merely mine.
· They have been entrusted to me.
The world teaches us to ask, "How can I use what I have to advance myself?" The renewed mind asks, "How can I use what God has given me to bless someone else?" That difference in thinking changes the purpose of talent.
· A person may have leadership ability. The worldly question is, "How much authority can I obtain?"
· The Christian question is, "Whom can I help lead?"
· A person may have wealth. The worldly question is, "How much can I accumulate?"
· The Christian question is, "How can I use what God has entrusted to me?"
· A person may have knowledge. The worldly question is, "How can I demonstrate how much I know?"
· The Christian question is, "Who can benefit from what I have learned?"
The ability itself may not change. But its purpose changes. And when its purpose changes in the mind, its use changes in life. Fourth area...
4. Changed Thinking About Love
In verse 9 Paul says: "Don't just pretend to love others. Really love them."
Christian love is not merely an emotion. It is a way of viewing another person. If I see people primarily according to what they can do for me, my relationships will always be conditional.
· I will be friendly to people who are friendly to me.
· I will help people who can help me.
· I will honor people whose approval benefits me.
But the renewed mind begins to see people differently.
· They are souls created by God.
· They are people for whom Christ died.
· Their needs matter even when meeting those needs provides no advantage to me.
That thinking produces the behavior Paul describes: honoring others, helping Christians in need, practicing hospitality, sharing the joys and sorrows of others. Genuine love begins when we stop asking, "What can this person do for me?" and begin asking, "What does love require of me?" Fifth area...
5. Changed Thinking About Difficulty
Paul then says: "Rejoice in our confident hope. Be patient in trouble, and keep on praying."
Trouble comes to everyone. Becoming a Christian does not eliminate suffering, disappointment, sickness, opposition, financial problems, broken relationships, or grief. What changes is how we interpret these things. Without faith, trouble can easily mean that life is falling apart.
With renewed thinking, trouble becomes something we pass through while continuing to trust God, while continuing our journey to God. Notice Paul's three ideas: Hope, Patience, Prayer.
· Hope looks forward.
· Patience holds steady.
· Prayer looks upward.
The Christian can endure circumstances differently because he understands them differently.
· He knows the present moment is not the whole story.
· He knows suffering does not mean God has abandoned him.
· He knows that even when he cannot control circumstances, he can remain faithful within them.
Changed thinking does not necessarily remove the trouble. It changes the person experiencing the trouble. Sixth area...
6. Changed Thinking About Our Enemies
Perhaps the most dramatic example of renewed thinking appears in verse 14: "If people persecute you, don't curse them; pray that God will bless them."
This is completely contrary to our natural instincts.
· Someone hurts us, and we want them hurt.
· Someone insults us, and we want to answer.
· Someone damages our reputation, and we want to damage theirs.
· Someone treats us unjustly, and we begin imagining revenge.
Paul says the renewed mind sees even an enemy differently. The enemy is no longer simply someone who must be defeated. He is someone who needs God.
· That does not mean evil becomes good.
· It does not mean injustice should be ignored.
· It does not mean Christians cannot protect themselves or seek lawful justice.
It means vengeance no longer controls us. Paul explains why in verse 19: "Dear friends, never take revenge. Leave that to the righteous anger of God."
Why can I refuse revenge? Because I think differently about justice.
I do not have to settle every account personally because I believe God will ultimately settle every account perfectly. That belief changes behavior.
· Instead of revenge, I can pray.
· Instead of hatred, I can seek peace.
· Instead of returning evil for evil, I can overcome evil with good.
The action changes because the thinking changed first. Seventh area of life...
7. Changed Thinking About the Purpose of Life
All of these examples flow from the original command in Romans 12:2. "Let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think."
Paul is describing more than a collection of improved behaviors. He is describing a new person. The Christian begins thinking differently about:
· Self–so pride gives way to humility.
· The church–so independence gives way to belonging.
· Abilities–so self-promotion gives way to service.
· Other people–so selfishness gives way to love.
· Trouble–so despair gives way to hope, patience, and prayer.
· Enemies–so revenge gives way to mercy and trust in God.
And eventually these changed thoughts become changed habits.
· Changed thinking produces changed values.
· Changed values produce changed responses.
· Changed responses produce changed behavior.
Changed behavior, held by a renewed mind, becomes a transformed life.
Summary
Christian transformation is not accomplished simply by managing bad behavior. We certainly must resist sin. We must discipline ourselves. We must obey God even when obedience is difficult. But Christianity goes deeper than controlling outward actions.
God wants to change the person producing those actions. This is why Paul begins with the renewal of the mind. We often approach spiritual growth by saying: "I need to act differently."
Paul teaches us first to ask: "How does God want me to think differently?"
· How should I think about myself?
· How should I think about my brothers and sisters?
· How should I think about my abilities?
· How should I think about people who need me?
· How should I think about my suffering?
· How should I think about someone who has hurt me?
The answers to those questions eventually appear in our actions. We often begin with behavior and try to work backward. God begins with the mind and works forward.
Invitation
Perhaps the change you have been trying to make in your life has been difficult because you have concentrated mainly on controlling the behavior. Maybe the deeper question today is not simply, "What do I need to stop doing?"
Perhaps it is: "What do I need to start believing?" or "What truth from God's Word have I not allowed to reshape my thinking?"
For some, the first transformation needed is to change the way you think about Jesus Christ. He is not simply a teacher to admire or an example to follow. He is the Son of God who died for your sins and rose from the dead. Faith in Him calls for a response.
If you believe in Christ, repent of your sins and confess your faith in Him. Be baptized into Christ for the forgiveness of your sins and begin the transformed life He offers.
For those already in Christ, perhaps you recognize an area where old thinking continues producing old behavior. Bring that struggle to God. Return to His Word. Allow His truth to renew your mind, and ask your brothers and sisters to pray with you and encourage you.
God does not merely want to teach us how to behave like different people. He wants to transform us into different people. And that transformation begins by changing the way we think.
Perhaps your response doesn't require a walk up the aisle to the front. Maybe your response needs to be a sincere request to the Lord to help you to start "thinking" differently. This great change you can do right where you are as we stand and sing the song of encouragement.
