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No one is against character, but the problem we have is that it seems we’ve prioritized two things over character – Achievement and Fulfillment. Achievement & fulfillment have been prioritized over character – probably not purposefully.  

· Achievement - When we put achievement over character, a new ethic emerges – and it says “right” is defined by progress and achievement and whatever moves me along.  We place achievement over character. The message is It’s not so important who you are but what you do.  We can easily let the pursuit of a goal overtake how we get to the goal.  “Wrong” is defined by anything that keeps me from moving along
· When Fulfillment takes precedence over character a new morality develops. Anything that fulfills you - even temporarily is moral and the new thinking crops up that say. In our society takes precedence. When I come to a defining moment and have to choose between character and fulfillment, the pressure of today is that we should sacrifice the character, and go for the fulfillment. The big motivating question behind this one – doesn’t God want me to be happy?  If our pursuit is fulfillment/happiness then how we obtain happiness takes a back seat to character. 

Character defined is “The will to do what is right no matter what the cost or consequences… as God defines what is right”. Our prayer should be “Lord, give me the wisdom to know what’s right and the courage to do what’s right, no matter what.” The challenge is that character cannot be taught by reading a book or taking a class. There are no college degrees in character. But it can be learned in the crucible of life experience. Character can be taught, but it not given. 

How God teaches us is not through failure. Failure may open the door and point at a glaring inconsistency in our character, but this in itself lacks any power to bring about transformation. We can make promises to obey the rule and never stray over the line again, but we all know from experience that this does not work as well. History and experience have taught us that we seem to lack the will to do what is right. We keep running up against our inability to do what we know is right and what God is asking of us.

Why trying harder does not work – “Biblical imperatives apart from biblical thinking lead to Short term compliance and long term frustration.” All the do’s and don’ts, commands of the Bible apart of the “why” behind the “what” always result in short-term obedience because know I already know I shouldn’t. You got caught and feel bad but find that we are unable to follow through with those parts of our character that we know need changing.

When we fail, what we instinctually try to do better, try harder, make vows and promises to never do that again. Our Heavenly Father in his effort to conform our character into the image of the Lord Jesus goes below the surface and is working to renew our minds so that we can begin see ourselves differently and to think differently.

Character renewal: A renewed mind results in a transformed life. And renewal is a two part process – it’s taking off the old and putting on the new. 

I.)
Taking off the old. Anyone who wants to take this renewal process seriously will encounter a two-part process. The process of character development and renewal is only made complete through this two-step process. The first thing we must do is to identify the lies and half-truths that have caused a deficit of our character.

Only Jesus has the will and ability to live a life pleasing to God. This is why God’s transformational work is oriented toward Jesus. Jesus asks us to allow him to live his life through us. How does this happen? God does this through renewal of our mind. This is a deep seated process by which God is given access to and ability to change those things that make us feel and act. God alone is in the process of changing our thinking for the good. 

Taking of the old involves old ways of thinking, old ways of behaving, old mindsets, old attitudes, lies we have been told, some through the church. Identifying them and striping them away. When that old song comes on, when we pass by that condo, or movie theatre, when we smell that perfume or cologne. 

But now you must also rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. 9 …since you have taken off (stripped off) your old self with its practices 10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge (which Paul saw as integral to the ongoing transformation of the Christian and which was the key to being able to discern the will of God
) in the image of its Creator.  Colossians 3:8-10
This new you has to be renewed into this new image which is in Jesus. The mind is the place where we take off the old. However, the Bible does not tell us what it means specifically to take off the old.  Our beliefs shape our attitudes and our actions. What you believe about me will shape you’re your attitude toward me. What you believe about your spouse, your boss, and most importantly your attitudes about God. 

How about something that shaped the worlds attitude, literally. In the 1400s everyone believed that the world was flat. That one idea shaped the ideas and attitudes of the entire world. Then one day, Christopher Columbus, was sitting under a tree holding an orange and watched a butterfly walk over the top of the orange and he thought the way the wings go over the horizon of the orange is the same way the sails of a ship go over the horizon of the ocean. Perhaps the world is not flat but round. Now he had a radical transformation of what the whole world thought was true.

A renewed mind does not resist God like an unrenewed mind. This statement may get me in trouble with some of you, but we are not transformed by simply singing worship songs, or praying prayers. You know that is true from your experiences. It’s all part of it and an important part of it, But you are transformed when your mind is renewed. And the mind is renewed by taking off the old and putting on the new!

The promise of scripture is this: A renewed mind results in a transformed life. Until we dig out all the garbage that serves as the basis for attitudes we are prisoners of the lie.  God does not just want to add another way to believe, he wants to demolish the lie.  Once the lie is exposed, done away with and demolished we can move on to building character.

II.)
Putting on the new. We must be committed to the process God has established for building of character and renewal. Scripture offers renewal to the problems in character, this takes effort and discipline. God promises that a renewed mind results in a transformed character.
Truth sets you free. The truth of Scripture alone upholds this process of renewing the mind. What does this mean to put on the new and what does it look like? It means to counter the specific lies that you are inclined to believe with the specific truths from God’s word that will set you free from the lie. Saturate mind and soul with the word of God that counter the specific lies that you are inclined to believe.

Some are in bondage to lies you have learned from others about yourself, about God, about what your spouse should be, taught as children; heard all our lives from friends or family. There are things that we assume are true but have never been a part of how God wants his people to live their lives. In order to make progress we need the specific truths to counter the specific lies. Renewal will require you to move beyond a purely devotional approach to scripture. Means you have to dig in and study the word and commit some to memory. This is going to take some work. Jesus modeled this principle following his baptism by John, when the spirit led him to the desert. 

Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted[a] by the devil. 2 After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. 3 The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.”  4 Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”  5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. 6 “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written: ‘He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” 7 Jesus answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. 9 “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” 10 Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.” 11 Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him. Matthew 4:1-11
General overview: These temptations were a temptation to misuse his power. Satan wanted Jesus to take the power God gave him and use that power outside the boundaries god gave them to him for. 

3 “if you are the son of God” means “since you are the son of God, tell these stones to become bread.”

There is a lie blended into this temptation. The lie is that Jesus has a right to meet his own needs in spite of what God has led him to do. Jesus is tempted to believe that God gave him his power to provide for himself in just such a time as this. And there are people who believe this about themselves. This mindset is easy to identify by everyone but the person who has it. 

What Jesus does next is crucial in understanding how to counter specific lies. Jesus countered Satan’s specific lie with a specific truth from God’s Word. Jesus said it’s not about meeting my specific needs, there is something far more rewarding than meeting my needs my way and in my time, and that is obedience to God. We can all tell our story of how we met out own needs in our own way but in the in the end it was not fulfilling.

5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. 6 “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written: 7“‘He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” 

Now Satan is quoting scripture in order to draw Jesus in. But there is a lie tucked in there that a dull or tricked person would buy into. Satan is telling Jesus that he needs to prove himself. Jesus later did miracles to show who he was. Here Satan is tempting Jesus to prove himself, to achieve. Obedience takes precedence over recognition

8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. 9 “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.”  10 Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.” 

Now, Satan goes for and actually gets to the point of what he wants. For Jesus this temptation was to shortcut God’s plan for Lordship over the kingdoms of the world. It was God’s plan for Jesus to rule over the world, but it involved a far different path than this one. It was one of suffering and death. And there is something about pain and death that is tempts us to look for another path.

What could we possibly gain by breaking fellowship with the Father? What gain could possibly be worth having? Are you willing to so fill your heart and mind with the truth of God’s word that you can on a moment’s notice pull up the truth of God’s word and say to that temptation, “it is written?”

Men – when the crux of temptation to take shortcuts comes to you do any “it is writtens” come to mind? Women – is there a rush to a quick fix with credit cards or compulsiveness, are there any “it is writtens”? Kids – when it comes to obeying your mother and father, is there an “it is writtens”? Single person – when faced with that “innocent” invitation to that overnighter with a person of the opposite sex, do any “it is writtens” come to mind? 

A transformed life is the result of a renewed mind and a renewed mind is a process of taking off the old and putting on the new.  We have to get to the point where we recognize that the struggle and failure and starting over again and again is more work than committing some scripture to memory. And the result of committing these is a renewed mind and life.

Assignment … get your Bible out and look up scriptures that address the lies and temptations you are most prone to believe in and take you down the wrong road.  Prayer… “Dear Lord, we need discipline and a whole lot of motivation. I pray that in your love for us and sovereignty over us, that you will lead us to the truth of your word. That your word would saturate our hearts and minds and souls and will set us free. For people who deal with lust and appetites that seem like they are out of control, I ask you to lead them to the correct truths in your word. For those who finances are all out of order because for them buying stuff has been based on a wrong attitude about who they are. For those in constant anger, bitterness or forgiveness, Lord, lead them to your word for transformation and renewal. For those seeking a spouse, no matter what age or what mountain of regret they have built, establishes the truth of your word as the new basis of truth on which they will build their life.”

Pastor Craig Gorc is Sr. Associate Pastor at my home church. This message was preached June, 2011. At my invitation he shared with me his notes that I might share them with my network of friends, family, and inmates in the jails and prisons of Washington, America, and around the world.  In this day and age where Achievement and Fulfillment are indeed held as the standard for behavior, we’d do well to remember that Character Counts!, especially for us in the Christian community.  Amen!
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