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“Transforming Lives”
1 Peter 1:3-9; Romans:1-2 May 11, 2014

Some years ago a number of our officers read Tony 
Robinson’s book, Transforming Congregational Culture.  
Robinson asks the fundamental question, “What’s the 
business of the church?”  Too often, congregations seem 
to have more in common with civic clubs, small businesses 
or fraternal organizations than with the simple spiritual 
community of believers formed by Jesus.  Sometimes, 
we have to drill through layers of programs to get to the 
fundamental character of the church.  So, what’s the 
business of the church?  Robinson answers: “Human 
transformation.”  Then he asks the corollary question, 
“How’s business?”

Robinson’s simple but profound understanding of the 
church is not some new discovery.  His words echo Paul in 
the 12th chapter of Romans:

“Do not be conformed to this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that 
you may discern what is the will of God - what is good 
and acceptable and perfect.” (12:2)  

Those of you who are familiar with Romans know that 
the letter falls into two parts.  In the first 11 chapters, Paul 
lays out what God has done in Jesus Christ to bring about 
our salvation.  Then, chapter 12 begins Paul’s discussion of 
the life we are to live for Jesus. 

As a parent, I have learned that my children are going 
to listen to only so much advice before they tune me out.  
If I want to be sure that they hear what I think is most 
important, I say it first before their eyes glaze over.  Paul 
wants to be sure that we don’t miss the most important 
thing about the life we are called to live.  They are to live 
a life transformed by the gospel.  Jesus calls us out of the 
world so that we may live as new people in the world by the 
power of the gospel.

Be transformed.  We do not transform ourselves.  We 
are transformed by God.  In his first letter, Peter writes 
that God has given us new life in Jesus Christ.  Human 
transformation is the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  
We are transformed by God’s grace so that we may be 
remade in the image of Christ. This transformation is more 
than gradual moral improvement. When Paul writes of the 
transformation of his own life, he speaks in terms of death 

and resurrection.  In Galatians he says, “I have been crucified 
with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ who 
lives in me.  And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for 
me” (2:19b-20).  Only spiritual transformation can make 
Paul, the destroyer of the church, into the greatest builder 
of the church.  When the Spirit transforms our lives, our 
bitterness, our greed, our hatreds, and our selfishness melt 
away and we find a new life centered in God.

As parents and as a congregation, are we helping our 
children and youth understand and experience this spiritual 
transformation?  When the Protestant Reformers talked 
about the responsibility of parents in raising children, they 
believed the first duty of parents is to raise children to be 
citizens of the Kingdom of God.  Sometimes, we fall into 
the trap of being more concerned about our children’s 
place in the kingdoms of this world than in the Kingdom of 
God.  We face a lot of pressure to conform to the values of 
this world.  We want our children to have every advantage 
at school and every opportunity outside the classroom for 
music, sports, art and other good activities.  Sometimes 
parents find themselves compromising their values to make 
this happen - juggling schedules, carpools and family time.  
When we live on the edge of exhaustion, it is hard to make 
the effort to tend to the spiritual nurture of our children.  
It takes just as much discipline, if not more, to be morally 
and spiritually healthy, as it does to be intellectually and 
physically healthy.

As parents and as a congregation, we promise to nurture 
the children we baptize.  If we take this vow seriously, then 
we need to give the time needed to help our children grow in 
their faith.  There are no shortcuts to basic training.  Today 
as we receive our 2014 Confirmation Class we see one of 
the ways in which we are fulfilling the vows we take to teach 
our children and youth.  What we do in the fellowship of 
the church can only reinforce what we do in our homes.  
We are grateful for the dedication of our parents, our 
youth pastor and staff (Brian Shivers, Stephanie Bewley 
and Tyler Wolfcale), and the many volunteers who mentor 
our youth.  We have over 20 high schools seniors and other 
adults who give their time throughout the year to serve as 
spiritual mentors to our confirmands.  Nothing is more 
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moving to me than seeing high school seniors take on the 
responsibility to be spiritual mentors to ninth graders.  As 
youth who have been transformed by the grace of God, 
they seek to facilitate the transformation of others. 

This spiritual transformation has a purpose far beyond 
what it does for one who experiences it.  God transforms us 
for a purpose.  Paul says that the goal of our transformation 
is to “discern the will of God - what is good, acceptable and 
perfect.”  He goes on to describe what it looks like to do 
the will of God.  Within the church, we are to love and 
honor one another.  We are to be ardent in our faith and 
patient in our suffering.  We are to care for those in need 
and practice hospitality to strangers.  We are to seek justice 
and peace in our society nation and world.  We need to 
evaluate everything we do, not only within the church but 
also beyond the church, in light of the call of God to be 
servants of transformation in the world.  In his famous 
study of Christian social ethics, Christ and Culture, H. 
Richard Niebuhr described our Calvinist understanding of 
the role of the church in the world as “Christ transforming 
culture.”  As Christians in the Reformed tradition, we 
place special emphasis upon the role of Christians in 
transforming society.  We are transformed in order to 
transform the world.  

There is so much pressure on us to conform to the 
world.  We are tempted to lower our standards and to take 
the easier path of conformity until we stand for nothing 
important.  If you read the whole of Romans 12, you will 
see that Paul is quite clear about what it means to live a 
transformed life.  We will use his words as our Affirmation 
of Faith.  When I look at these divine imperatives, I wonder 
how on earth we can do it. Just listen:

Let love be genuine – I have a hard enough time 
just being polite; 

Hate what is evil – how can I do that when I get 
such a kick out of my sinful pleasures;   

Love one another with mutual affection – I don’t 
even like these people; 

Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit – I don’t think 
people should get too enthusiastic about their faith, if 
you know what I mean; 

Be patient in suffering – I can’t take much more of 
this trouble; 

Persevere in prayer – I prayed for that last week and 
nothing happened; 

Contribute to the needs of the saints – I think 
people should take care of themselves; 

Extend hospitality to strangers – I don’t want those 
people in our church; they might change things; 

Bless those who persecute you – Are you kidding? I 
don’t think God really expects us to do that;

Rejoice with those who rejoice – How come some 
people get all the breaks? It’s my turn now; 

Weep with those who weep – I just don’t feel 
comfortable being  around all that grief and pain; it 
is too depressing; 

Live in harmony with one another – If other people 
would come to their senses and see things the way I 
do, we wouldn’t have a problem getting along; 

Associate with the lowly – It won’t do a thing for 
my reputation if I hang out with them; 

Do not repay anyone evil for evil – What Paul could 
mean – doesn’t the Bible say “an eye for an eye and a 
tooth for a tooth;” 

So far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all – 
I’ve done my part; I’ve gone halfway; let them make 
an effort; 

If your enemies are hungry, feed them – I don’t 
think we should be feeding people in that country; 
they don’t deserve our help.

Yet, we do it because we are a transformed people. We 
do it, not in our strength but in the strength of God, not 
by our will but by the grace of God, not by earthly might 
but by heavenly power.  We open our hearts to experience 
more and more the power of God’s transforming grace; 
we live together in the church as transformed people; as 
transformed people, we go into the world as those who 
“overcome evil with good.”

In his autobiography, Crossroads, Watergate prosecutor 
Leon Jaworski, tells how his decision to follow Jesus 
powerfully influenced his public and private life.  In 
the 1920’s, his father served as a pastor in Waco, Texas.  
Jaworski describes how the Klu Klux Klan played upon 
the fears of the town until many people lost all respect for 
the law and turned into a bloodthirsty mob.  How could 
people who obeyed the law in the daylight and on Sunday 
sang, “Lead Kindly Light,” tar and feather a person on 
Wednesday?  He could only answer that such evil arose 
because, no matter what people might say, people no 
longer submitted themselves to God.  They became a law 
unto themselves.  At a turning point in his life, Jaworski’s 
faith in Christ led him to dedicate his life to upholding the 
law of the land as expressed in the US Constitution. 

Paul writes, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you 
may discern what is the will of God - what is good and 
acceptable and perfect” (12:2). 

This is our calling.   


