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It is ironic (I guess that’s the word) that I turned out to be a very different preacher from the preacher I grew up with.  His preaching style made a deep impression on as a child, partly because he sometimes talked about hell in very graphic terms.  I remember thinking that it did not sound like fun.  Church, on the other hand, was fun– or at least entertaining– to us kids, because this was a man who if he did not take off at least one article of clothing, he hadn’t really preached.  His jacket would come off; he’d unbutton his vest and loosen his tie.  He paced back and forth on the platform, his Bible in one hand and a hanky in the other, which he used to mop his brow.  If he really got going, his face would turn red, and the veins would pop out on his neck and forehead; and if he came to a sentence with a lot of ‘s’s or ‘p’s, he would spit a little bit– not so much as to hit anybody in the congregation but enough that you could notice if you were paying close attention.  This was a church where the congregation talked back to the preacher as he preached.  If he made what someone considered to be a good point, that person would say, “Amen!”  And if he made a point which he felt was worthy of an “Amen,” but he did not get it, he would ask for it.  He would say, “Can I get an ‘Amen’?!”  And then a lot of people would say, “Amen!”


I read a story about a church like the one I grew up in, where the people talked back to the preacher.  On this particular Sunday, there was a guest preacher; and the pastor of the church  wanted to be encouraging to him, so regularly punctuated the guest preacher’s points by saying, “Amen!”  But the sermon just kept going and going.  And somewhere along the way, the guest preacher heard the pastor say, “Amen, Pharaoh!”  A few minutes later, the pastor said it again:  “Amen, Pharaoh!”  And the pastor did this for the rest of the sermon.  When the service was finally over, the guest preacher asked the pastor about this.  He said, “Why did you start saying, ‘Amen, Pharaoh!’?”  The pastor said, “I was trying to tell you:  ‘Let my people go!’”


The pastor and the guest preacher are not always on the same page– and I’ve been on both ends of that– but I have to say:  I could not be more pleased with Bo Prosser, our guest preacher last Sunday, who did such a good job of launching this eight week journey called It’s Time.  A good summary of his sermon– and of the preface to Dr. Vestal’s book, which Bo’s sermon introduced– is this:  God is on mission in our world, and God wants us to participate in that mission.  In some real sense, for the next seven weeks– through the seven chapters of Dr. Vestal’s book and my sermons and the group Bible studies and the seven weeks of daily devotions in your Member Journey Guide– in some real sense, all of these things will explore how we are to participate in God’s mission– individually, as Christians, and corporately, as a church.


So on both of those levels, individual and corporate, there are some questions we need to ask.  Individually, as Christians, you and I should ask:  What spiritual gift or talent should I be using?  What ministry should I be involved in?  How should I be serving Christ in my church or community?  Then corporately, as a church, we should ask:  What unmet need in this community would God have our church address?  What ministry should Greenwood First Baptist have which we do not have?


That’s where we are headed– that’s our destination.  But at the risk of stating the obvious:  we cannot arrive at our destination if we do not start at the right place.  To the use the language which will be in focus this week, that starting point is spiritual formation. “Spiritual formation” is a phrase which was not used very much as I was growing up in the church.  I think we mostly talked about “discipleship”– which is a good word, a biblical word.  But there are a couple of things about the term “spiritual formation” which I like even better.  For one thing, it makes explicit that our focus is spiritual.  Our world, our culture, focuses on the material and the tangible; it measures success by bank accounts and portfolios.  But God measures success in spiritual terms, and therefore Christians and churches must measure success in spiritual terms.   Early in our capital campaign, I said publicly that I wasn’t trying to put pressure on them, but the spirituality awareness team had the most vital role in the campaign.  I said:  if we fail to see the campaign as a spiritual opportunity; if we fail to center the campaign on prayer and trusting God and following God’s guidance, the campaign cannot succeed.  But if we do see it as a spiritual opportunity; if we make prayer and trusting God and following God’s leadership our first priority, then it cannot help but succeed– which is exactly what happened.  The same is true for It’s Time.


The other thing I like about the phrase “spiritual formation” as compared to “discipleship” is that discipleship sounds much more static, more fixed.  When we say, “I am a disciple,” it sounds like I have arrived at my destination, and there’s nowhere left for me to go, nothing left for me to do; like I have achieved and become all that God wants me to achieve and become– which is, of course, and utterly silly thing to say or even imply.  Spiritual formation, on the other hand, implies process; it suggests that we are becoming.  We are in the process of becoming disciples, of becoming what God wants us to be.  This language of formation is prominent in the New Testament, especially in Paul– and especially in Romans.  In Romans 12:2 Paul says, “Do not be conformed to the world, but be transformed.”  Do you hear the language of formation in that?  Don’t be con-formed– but be trans-formed, be formed differently.  And in our scripture from Romans 8, Paul says that we are to be “conformed to the image of the Son of God”– we are to be formed like Jesus.  What’s more, he says that God predestined us to be conformed to Jesus.  Baptists tend to be free will people, so the language of predestination makes us a little uneasy; but Paul says here that God predestined us– before the foundations of the world, in the eternal plan in the heart of God, God determined that you and I should conform to Jesus!


I don’t about you, but I find that be exciting– and frightening.  It is exciting to know that God loves us so much that our eternal purpose is to be conformed to Jesus– God wants us to be what Jesus was.  But then I think, “God wants me to be what Jesus was?”  And I feel inadequate and anxious and afraid.  The New Testament teaches that the basis for our hope of becoming like Jesus and the antidote for any fear and anxiety which this process creates are one and the same:  the grace of God.  In this week’s chapter, Daniel Vestal says that the starting point of his experience of God is grace.  I would go so far as to say that the starting point for anyone’s experience of God– for that matter, the starting point for everything we do– is God’s grace.  Apart from that grace, we would have no hope of becoming like Jesus; but by the grace of God, we have the real hope that every day, we are becoming less like we were and more like Jesus.


I will say it again:  all that we have, all that we are, and all that we accomplish flows from the fountain of God’s grace.  This is the first and most foundational truth of our faith and of our lives.  Yet it is very hard for many Christians to believe and embrace and internalize this truth– I think especially in America.  In many ways, our nation is the safest, most secure place in the world; but I believe that there is greater spiritual danger in America than in any place in the world– because our culture thrives on the myth of the self-made person.  “I made my own way in the world.  I work hard and applied myself.  I put my shoulder to the wheel and my nose to the grindstone, and that’s why I am where I am today!”


Listen, the Bible says that hard work and determination and industry and 

stick-to-it-iveness all have some real value– but they have nothing to do with our salvation.  And even they are dependent on God’s grace.  As widespread as the myth of the independent, self-made person is, it really dissolves in the face of truth (or even something like common sense!).  What are some of the things we say?  We say, “It is because I have worked hard that I have all of my possessions:  my house, my car, my money, my stock portfolio.”   Question number one:  of all those things which I call “mine,” what am I going to take with me when I leave this world?–   which suggests that maybe they are not really mine but that they are on loan to me (which is what the Bible says!).


We say, “I am successful because I have applied myself and worked hard and seized the opportunities which came my way.”  Who gave us the abilities and talents and gifts we use as we work hard and apply ourselves?  God.  Did we earn these abilities and gifts and talents?  No, it’s grace.   Who gave us our minds and our bodies and the energy we use as we work hard and apply ourselves?  God.  Did we earn these things?  No, it’s grace.  Who gave us life?  Who gave us all of our yesterdays and now has given us this day?  Who gives us each breath we draw?  God.  Did we earn any of these things?  No, it’s grace.  It’s all grace. 
It’s all grace.


Paul knew.  And he wanted the Romans to know– the word “grace” occurs twenty-five times in Romans, more than any other book of the New Testament.  In fact, the word “grace” shows up 100 times in Paul’s letters.  He could not talk about his life and his faith– or for that matter, our lives and our faith– without it.  Paul says:  “Look at my life.  I was so certain of my own righteousness, so certain that my works and my obedience to the law had earned salvation for me.  And yet when God’s Messiah came, not only did I miss it, but I arrested and tortured those who believed in him!”  Paul’s says, “If I had to depend on my wisdom, my insight, my works, my obedience, my anything, I would be lost and helpless and hopeless.  But by the grace of God in Jesus Christ, I have hope and help and life and salvation.”  


This is the truth which we must receive and internalize if we are going to experience spiritual formation.  And this is the truth which we must share with others if we are going to participate in God’s mission in our community and our world.  I cannot tell you how many people I have encountered who are anxious, even desperate, for someone to tell them that it does not depend on them, that they do not have to earn their salvation, that God will not give up on them because they are not perfect.  Just one example:  when I was pastoring in Edgefield, a young woman in her early to mid-twenties came to my office.  She introduced herself as Jeanine.  I did not know her, but it turned out that she knew me because she worked at Hardee’s and had seen me come in with some of the youth from our church.  She began to tell me about her church and how the teaching and the people made her feel like everything she did was wrong or at least inadequate.  She said, “I read my Bible.  I read about how God loves me, how Jesus loved me enough to die so that I can be saved.  But the people at my church talk like it depends on me, on how I live, that my salvation has be earned.  They talk like if I would just get my heart right with God, I would begin to live a perfect life.”  She began to weep.  She said, “I’m not perfect, and I don’t think I’m ever going to be.  I feel guilty, and I am afraid that when I die, it will turn out that my life has not been good enough for God to love me.”  I listened for a while as she talked about her feelings, and then I talked for a while– no great wisdom on my part– but I simply talked about what the New Testament says about salvation and life.  It is not about who we and what we have or have not done; it is about who God is and what God has done for us in Jesus Christ.  In short, it’s about grace.


I didn’t see Jeanine again for several months, until one Saturday evening.  I was out on my porch preaching through my sermon for the next morning, and a car I didn’t recognize drove by, stopped, and backed up to my house.  Out of the car stepped Jeanine.  She said, “You probably don’t remember me, but I’m that crazy woman who came to your office a while back.”  I assured her that I remembered her and that she was not crazy, and I asked how things were.  She said, “They’re much better.  God has really helped me get my life together, and I’m moving to Arizona.”  I said, “Arizona?  Do you have family or friends there?  Do you feel good about the move?”  She answered “yes” to both questions; and talked about her plans.  She said, “I just saw you on the porch, and I wanted to say good-bye and thank you for what you did.”  I said, “I didn’t do much.”  Her eyes filled with tears.  She said, “You’ll never know how God used you to change my life.”  


Now what had I done?  I had said:  It’s not about our accomplishments or our abilities– or for that matter, our failures and shortcomings.  It is about the grace of God in Jesus Christ, in which we have salvation and life and hope.






