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Let us pray 

Lord I pray that you will use me today as your servant and that I will speak your words and not mine. Lord I realise that I have no special qualification or right to be here speaking to your people today, so we collectively pray that you can use me this morning, so we can all better understand your purpose for our lives. Amen. 

Can we really become like Christ as the reading Gill read for us from Philippians and Ephesians challenges us to become, or is this just too big a hurdle and goal for us. How many of us truly believe our PURPOSE IN LIFE IS TO BECOME MORE LIKE CHRIST or is this a concept that we conveniently wall ourselves off from. 

Do we switch off when we hear these words and use the convenient excuse that it must be for someone else and not me as its just too big a goal for us to reach, and we are just too human to become more like Christ. 

For over 3 weeks we have been studying Rick Warrens 40 days of purpose, and this morning we are going to reflect on the fourth purpose that God has for us - which is to make us more like Jesus Christ. 

God wants us to mature and understand his will for our lives, so what does spiritual maturity look like? How will we know when we are getting close? 

And to answer this we need to start by looking at Jesus Christ. God gave us a model of what he wants us to grow up like, and that model is Jesus. 

Unfortunately this growth won't happen overnight, and for most of us, it's a long, even a very long process. And for some of us we might never get to the level of maturity that God has planned for us. It's at times a bit overwhelming to think that it might take the rest of our life's for God to build in us the type of character he wants us to be, which are the character qualities of Jesus Christ. 

We will never be the same as Jesus, but we can become more like Jesus in that way we act, and in the way we live our lives. 

So how does God do this in our lives? There are two ways we are practicing from being here today. We know He uses the Bible, so if we really want to grow spiritually, we've got to get into his Book. The more we get into it, the more we will grow. And this means to read it and study it and memorise it and meditate on it and apply it in our lives. 

And we know that God uses people. We learn from each other, and as a result we grow and develop. Over the years I've learnt from many of you here today, and I'm sure that's the case with many of us. And the more we get together with other people, other Christians, the more spiritually mature we become. 

We should never underestimate the importance of the support and encouragement we get from each other when we meet together, which is at all levels and extends from the greetings we get and give each other when we enter, to the people that gladly offer to wash the cups at the end of the service at morning tea. 

But as we have been studying in this weeks readings on 40 days of purpose, God uses more in our lives to help us mature spiritually than just the Bible or the fellowship we get at St Ronan's. 

A question our home study group raised right from the start, is whether God uses bad things in life to make us grow spiritually? We actually talked about a tragic car accident in the Hawkes Bay, when 3 little children lost their lives, and as parents we were all confused and felt this was really really sad - their young beautiful lives stopped in their tracks, by a stupid mistake of an adult, and we struggled to understand why God could allow such a thing to happen. 

So does God include bad and painful things in our lives to make us grow? 

Rick Warren has challenged us this week by saying yes He does, even though we may find this really hard to accept, and even harder to equate this to the image and understanding we have of a loving Jesus, and a fatherly God that we have come to know. 

I hope that we will all one day understand and accept that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him. The bible doesn't say all things are good, and we all know there's lots of bad in the world, but we need to learn how God uses all things as an opportunity to make us more mature spiritually, and to become more like Christ. 

This morning we are going to look at three challenges that God uses in our lives to help us mature spiritually. Jesus also experienced these same three when he was on earth. 

And we need to get our heads around the reality that if we're going to grow to be more like Jesus Christ, God's most likely going to take us through similar experiences. 

But there's a real problem that we all have to overcome, and that is these 3 things won't automatically help us grow, unless we have our hearts and minds open to God working in our lives. If we don't we can become bitter by these experiences in our, life rather than grow. And when you think about this, wouldn't that be one of the saddest things that could happen in our lives. 

If God is trying to use an experience to help us grow, and instead we go the other way and become angry, resentful and bitter for the rest of our lives, when we could have become better people as a result of the experience. 

So in becoming spiritual mature, three of the ways that God will use in our lives is troubles to teach us to trust, temptations to teach us to obey, and trespasses to teach us to forgive. We can't become like Jesus without learning to trust and obey and forgive. 

Lets start by looking at how God uses trouble to teach us to trust Him. In the Bible the word "trouble" is often called "trials", and "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. God has to bring some things along in our life to stretch us, to cause us to grow, and these are troubles or trials. 

God wants to build character in us. Romans 5:3-4 tells us that ".trouble produces patience, and patience produces character, and character produces hope". 

God is far more interested in our character in life, than in who we are and what we do. God is wanting us to develop his character, and is not wanting us to overly focus on ourselves, our career, or our own personal comfort. If we don't grow to understand this, life is going to be real struggle, and I would suggest we are going to be troubled by the troubles, and never find the inner peace that deep down we are all searching for. 

All kinds of problems have come into our lives and no doubt there are many yet to come into our life - troubles, trials, difficulties - and we're probably going to say, "Why me Lord? Why is this happening to me? I haven't been a bad person Lord"" 

In some ways its really sad that God needs to use trials to make us mature spiritually - wouldn't it be so much better if we could grow in the good times, in the celebrations and fun that we have so often in life. But too often when times are going good we often go "solo", and God gets left out. So unfortunately its often only when we have trials that we grow closer to God and ask for his support, guidance and help - and as a result we grow and mature. 

Jesus went through many troubles and trials in His life, and Jesus just like us needed friends when He went through troubles. The night before he died for us, he was troubled and wondering if he could carry the burden that God had asked him to - and He asked for God to help him, and he asked His disciples to stay with Him while He prayed. 

Nobody should have to go through the troubles of life alone. Sometimes we may be so troubled that we wonder if we can make it through another day. But if we're going to become more like Jesus Christ, we've got to learn to trust God completely, even when things look terrible, when things are really falling apart. 

We have to grow to learn to trust God completely just as Jesus did. Its hard, but we have learnt to trust many things and people in life, so why can't we learn to trust God more - and a good start is to spend more time with God, through his book, through prayer and by being with his people. 

The second way that God helps us to mature spiritually is to use our temptations to teach us to obey Him. This is one area that I think a number of us struggle with, and we wonder why would God want to do this? 

We know from the bible that it's not God that creates the temptation for us to do evil. They are designed by Satan, and intended to hurt us. It's not God that's trying to tempt us, but God can use these temptations for good in our lives because temptation always provides a choice. And when we choose for God rather than choosing for evil, we grow. And the reality is that choices are needed to develop character in our lives. 

Jesus faced temptations. He never sinned, but He did face temptations. Right after He was baptised He went through an intense 40-day period of temptation out in the desert. And just as Jesus faced temptations, we also face temptations. 

It's not a sin to be tempted. Jesus never sinned, yet He was tempted. And the reality is that everyone is tempted in the same ways, all of us. 

One of the ways that Satan tricks us is by making us feel our temptation is bigger than anyone else's, like "I'm really bad, I've got this great temptation, as though I've thought of this thing, this temptation, that nobody in all of human history has ever thought of." The reality is of course that our temptations are just like everyone else's. And the reality also is that God is able to help us through these temptations. 

We never outgrow temptation. We never get to a point in our lives where we become so spiritual mature, that we're not tempted anymore. We're tempted throughout all of our lives. But it's also important to remember that Jesus teaches us in His experience that every temptation is an opportunity to do good, to make the right choice. It's a stepping stone toward being more like Jesus. 

Temptation is always testing us as to whether we love God more than the temptation. It's always a test of what do we love the most in our life. 

And as we know there are many temptations - money, relationships, reputations, etc - and what we need to be saying to ourselves when they come along is "who do I love more - God or that temptation that's come into my life?" 

We often use excuses to justify the temptation such as we deserve it, or we doubt it will cause us or others harm. And pride often makes us hide our faults, as we want everyone to think we have things under control. And non Godly characteristics such as pride make us think that we can't talk to others about our problems, when often the only way for us to address the issue is for us to seek the help of others. 

And we can't keep the thought of succumbing to a temptation and the thought of obeying God at the same time in our minds - it doesn't work, and we run the risk of trying to justifying the temptation. However once we turn our thoughts and focus on the positive, good, right, true, things that God would have us think about, then we've able to push out the temptation from our lives. 

The last area to look at this morning is how God uses trespasses to teach us to forgive. Trespass is an interesting word, and usually when we hear it we think about people not being welcome on someone else's property. But trespasses are also situations designed by other people to intrude into our lives and hurt us. Unfortunately there are many ways that people in life hurt us both intentionally and unintentionally. 

So what are we meant to do when someone trespasses against us? Most weeks we say the words in the Lord's Prayer, "forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who have trespassed against us.", but does an understanding of what these words mean sink into us as we say them? 

Taking the hurt of other people without retaliation is, without a doubt a very challenging step in becoming more like Jesus, because it often involves being misunderstood, being criticised, being judged, or even being hurt physically, emotionally or verbally. 

Its often easier to react in the human way, which is to use similar tactics against those that have hurt us. 'Tit for tat' behaviour. 

Trespasses evil and the bible tells us that God does not cause these things. 

Even God's own Son was misunderstood and hurt and judged and abused. On the cross Jesus not only carried our sins, but He also endured enormous abuse from the people who were right there. But what did Jesus do? What was His response to these trespasses? 

He yielded His right to get even. 

He absorbed the hurt. 

He put up with the pain. 

He responded to evil with good. 

If we're going to grow up spiritually and become more like Jesus Christ, we're going to have to learn to do the same thing. The truth is in life we're all going to be hurt by someone else at some stage, and we all hurt other people at times - both unintentionally but unfortunately at times intentionally. But if we're going to become more like Christ, we have to learn to forgive. 

Forgiveness is one of the cornerstones of Christianity. God has forgiven us, and the Bible says "Forgive others, just as God forgave you because of Christ" (Eph. 4:32). 

Now if today was our last day on earth, what would we want to have completed - and what would we want to be remembered by others for achieving in our lives? Probably nothing to do with money or our career, and yet we spend so much of our lives on both of these. 

And definitely not for some trouble we caused to others - a trespass of one sort or another. 

Thinking of others is the heart of Christ likeness - Christianity is a relationship and a lifestyle. The core of this lifestyle is thinking of others as Jesus did, instead of ourselves. The way we think determines the way we feel, and the way we feel determines the way we act. 

In becoming spiritual mature, God will use trouble to teach us to trust, God will use temptation to teach us to obey, and God will use trespasses to teach us to forgive, because we can't become like Jesus without learning to trust and obey and forgive. 

When we next face troubles, rather than saying "why me", instead lets try and say "what do you want me to learn from this God". 

We have no doubt heard the following - that there can be no growth without change, and no change without loss, and no loss without pain. 

And let's not kid ourselves that its going to be easy to grow the sort of growth that God is wanting. Growth is often slow, but the great thing is that God isn't wanting it to be a race, and is prepared to give us our whole lives to achieve what he wants us to become. 

Regardless of where we are in our spiritual maturity, and of what we're going through, God wants us to become more like Jesus, and that's something that is available and achievable to all - you and me included. 

Dear Father, 

Our lives seem to be rushing by, and we are running in our lives at what seems to be an ever increasing speed. And often we wonder where is all this busyness going to get us, and what is our purpose in life. 

Lord we know life makes so much more sense when we realize that it's not all about us, about our careers and our comforts. And we get more joy and peace when we realise that you are working in our lives to make us better people, with characters more like Jesus, and in doing so we are able to support, care and help so many others, and have the same happen to us in return. 

Lord, we want to become more like Jesus in the way we think and feel and act - please open our hearts and minds so we can achieve this. And if that means taking us through troubled times, or through a wilderness of temptation, please give us the strength to make the right choices. And if that means we must endure the hurts of other people, then teach us to forgive as much as You have forgiven us. 

Help us to use our lives for the reason You gave it to us. 

Amen 

