Soul-Portrait

The Bible, the all-time best seller, is God’s gift to lost mankind. It is the only road map to heaven. While composed of nearly 800,000 words, much of what we need to know can be distilled to few basic ideas. Today we want explore one of these fundamentals – becoming Like Christ. The Holy Spirit communicates this priority in a host of ways, but it’s the same message. Consider this sample of God’s desire for Christ in you:

We read in Colossians 1:27, “God willed to make known the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles: which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.” We find in Galatians 4:19, “My little children, for whom I labor in birth again until Christ is formed in you,” Next, in Galatians 2:20, “I am crucified w/Christ; yet it is not I that live but Christ that lives in me.” Jesus says in John 15:6 “He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit…” Again, in 1 John 3:24, the Bible says, “Now he who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him. And by this we know that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has given us.” Finally, Ephesians 3:17 tells us, “that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love…”

Clearly, a common thread woven through the New Testament is God’s will for Christ to be seen in His disciples. This is not some literal science-fiction idea. There’s nothing eerie or sensational here. No! “Christ in you” points to spiritual growth and transformation – to real life change. For a little while today we want to look at a lesson we’ve entitled, “Soul Portrait.” But first, enjoy our song…

“Christ in you,” Paul writes, “the hope of glory.” Let’s further examine what it is he had in mind. The apostle wrote in 2 Corinthians 3:18 “But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image…” He addresses the same concept in Romans 8:29, “For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brethren.” When the Holy Spirit speaks of the image of His Son, of course, He does not mean a physical image or photograph of Jesus; for we have none. We do, however, see a spiritual profile of Jesus in the New Testament.

Deep in the recesses of our mind, all believers understand this truth; we know that the biggest part of being a Christian is simply being Christ-like, but we’re not always Christ-like, are we? “Christ in us,” “Conformed to his image” – these themes can become blurred and we can miss this goal wide right unless we revisit this two-fold truth, reinforce this truth and recommit ourselves to reflecting this truth – not just at church, not just on Sunday, but 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

Allow me to ask you a personal question? Have the years been kind to you? How are you aging? From childhood, we see ourselves and later on our children growing bigger and stronger over the years. In adulthood, the signs of aging include graying hair, hair loss, wrinkles, dentures, arthritis and, I’m told, our ears don’t stop growing till we die.  But when I ask how you are aging, I’m not talking about the outside; I’m talking about the on the inside! Solomon teaches in Proverbs 16:31 that “Gray hair is a crown of glory; it is gained in a righteous life.” And so, the mature Christian embraces the apostles’ spirit in 2 Corinthians 4:16, “but though our outward man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day by day.” The years may ravish our bodies, but the spiritual man, according to God’s plan, only gets stronger with time.

So again, the question we’re asking is, “How are you aging on the inside?” Have you ever heard of The Portrait of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde? Wilde’s book might remind you of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde - only here the book centers on the charming, handsome Dorian Gray who initially inherits a fortune and raises money for the poor. Then, Dorian meets the gifted, influential Lord Walton while Dorian’s friend draws a portrait of Dorian. Speaking like the devil himself, Lord Walton convinces Dorian with his worldly wisdom, "The only way to get rid of a temptation is to yield to it… Resist it and the soul grows sick with longing." Lord Walton also laments how fleeting youth is. In the next scene, Dorian views his finished portrait and is overcome with emotion, “I shall grow old, and horrible, and dreadful. But this picture will remain always young. It will never be older than this particular day of June. . . If it were only the other way! If it were I who was to be always young, and the picture that was to grow old! For that—for that—I would give everything! Yes, there is nothing in the whole world I would not give! I would give my soul for that!"

His wish comes true. From that day forward Dorian lives a selfish, worldly, hedonistic lifestyle. And with every sin he commits, his portrait becomes sickly-looking, uglier, then hideous, then oozes disgustingly, revoltingly with evil, but all the while Dorian’s actual physical appearance remains as healthy and handsome as ever. That portrait, you see, was the mirror to his soul. Dorian basks in the idea that no one knows his secret. He can look so good on the outside and hide the devilish man on the inside. But this is just clever fiction, isn’t it?

If someone were to draw a portrait of you, it may appear handsome and happy, beautiful and well put-together on the outside and make quite an impression on our superficial society. But, ya know, for the most part, God is not looking on the outside. Remember when Samuel was looking for God’s replacement for King Saul among Jesse’s boys, God said in I Samuel 16:7, “The Lord sees not as man seeth; for man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.” Ya see, the reality is: God’s looking at your soul-portrait today and he sees all the unrepented ugliness in your life and in mine.

Some wanna do like Pilate and wash their hands of whole deal. When it comes to Jesus and the live they live, they want to abstain, remain neutral; they want to just straddle fence. They want to be in spiritual Switzerland. They don’t want to serve the Lord, but they don’t want to go to hell either. Listen, now, if that’s your plan this morning, you need to understand that that won’t fly; that won’t work. God would rather you be cold than lukewarm. Jesus says, in fact, in Luke 11:23 “He that is not with me is against me: and he that gathers not with me scatters.” There are only two roads; the strait and narrow and the broad way; and you’re on one of them. It’s this simple, Paul says in Romans 6:16 “Know ye not, that to whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants ye are to whom ye obey; whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto righteousness?” Ya gotta decide what your portrait is gonna look like. If you have reached the age of accountability and have never been baptized, you don’t want to see what God sees. The blood of Christ alone can make your soul-portrait beautiful, but that blood is only accessible the Bible way of faith, repentance, confession and baptism.

But what about you Christian? You’ve been born again, but you’ve been nursing a grudge, you’re harboring anger or hatred maybe from years ago, you’re stubbornly holding on to something you need to let go of, you’re coddling some pet sin – some secret sin, you’re paralyzed from doing your duty out of fear or perhaps you’re just slothful, lazy or detached from the body of Christ, flailing aimlessly about in the world. If you could see your soul-portrait…if you could see what God sees, what would it look like?

We’ve noticed already what God wants to see when he looks at me. (S) He wants to see Jesus. Oh, yes, it’s important as the songs asks, “When the world looks at me do they see Jesus?” We should also ask, “When the church looks at me do they see Jesus?” “When my family looks at me, do they see Jesus?” But the world, the church and my family may all think they see Jesus when they look at me, while God sees something else. Imagine that God has a portrait of your soul hanging in throne room of heaven with your name written under it – Brett Hickey, for example. Could God realistically look on it and smile at the life you’re living - at your heart - or must he turn away in disappointment or perhaps even disgust?

Let’s see what we can do to touch up our soul-portrait or perhaps gloss over the whole thing and start all over by being born again. Let’s go back to the apostle words in 2 Cor. 4:16, “tho our outward man perish, yet inward man is renewed day by day.” Where in the New Testament have we read this word “renewed?” Three places! First of all,  Ephesians 4:20-24 But ye have not so learned Christ; If so be that ye have heard him, and have been taught by him, as the truth is in Jesus: That ye put off concerning the former conversation the old man, which is corrupt according to the deceitful lusts; And be renewed in the spirit of your mind; And that ye put on the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and true holiness. Paul really speaks here of a spiritual make-over, a renovation of the soul, life change. “Be renewed in the spirit of your mind.” There’s an revolting old man, corrupted and contaminated by sin and a new man, cleansed, born again, walking in newness of life.

We read of this word “renewal” again in Col. 3:10-11, “put on the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the image of him that created him: Where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor uncircumcision, Barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free: but Christ is all, and in all.” This regeneration and renovation is a function of knowledge – knowledge of Christ himself and the sweet harmony of His life and the teachings of the New Testament. Notice, incidentally that this counsel is given to people who were already Christians. So is the message of renewal from Romans 12:1-2: “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.”  

Bingo! There it is. I submit to you that after you’re born of water and the Spirit, this passage contains all the seed truth you need to form Christ in your life, to be conformed to the image of His Son, to be sure that Christ is dwelling in your heart, to be sure your soul-portrait glorifies the Father in heaven. While we ponder Romans 12:1-2, we’re also gonna compare it to James 1:24-27.

Notice that one of the steps in conforming to the image of Christ involves resisting the pressure to “be conformed to this world.” If you want to be “conformed to the image of God’s son” (Romans 8:29), you’re gonna have to come to terms with the fact that you cannot, at the same time, be “conformed to this world.” Other translations read, “Don't be like the people of this world,”  “be not fashioned according to this world.” Get it now! If you are going to be conformed to image of G’s Son you will not always fit in with the world, you won’t always look like the world and you’ll have to tell your worldly friends, “I can’t go there, I can’t wear that, I can’t drink that, I can’t smoke that.” James says bluntly (4:4) “Don't you know that if you love world, you are God's enemies? And if you decide to be a friend of world, you make yourself an enemy of G.” We’ve got to choose whether the image we’re conforming to is that of the Marlboro man, Madonna or the Master. Some Christians today need to make up their minds; some need to figure out who their friends are, because you can’t have it both ways. If you decide to be a friend of the world, you make yourself an enemy of God!

The apostle Paul goes a step further on how our soul portrait should look in Romans 12:1, “present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.”  I think we can get something straight right here. Although God looks on the heart, if our heart is right, it will show on the outside. Let that sink in.

The Holy Spirit says that it’s only reasonable for a Christian to present his body as a living sacrifice – to lay our bodies on the altar for Him. Again, in I Corinthians 6:19-20, we see, “What? know ye not that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit which is in you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own? For ye are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God's.” Many think they have to go Jerusalem, because that’s where the temple was – that’s the Holy Land. Listen, the Holy Spirit has scores of temples all over the Ozarks! He says, “Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit!” Now if that doesn’t get your attention, I don’t know what will! The primary thrust here, though, is in maintaining moral purity. But there’s more to it than that. Go back to Romans 12:1, “present your bodies a living sacrifice.” Let’s break it down and get personal here.

    * “Are you presenting your heart a living sacrifice?  Proverbs 6:18 “These six things doth the Lord hate: yea, seven are an abomination unto him: An heart that deviseth wicked imaginations     a heart that plots wicked schemes, HCSB

    * Are you presenting your tongue a living sacrifice? God says in Proverbs 6:16 “These six things doth the Lord hate: yea, seven are an abomination unto him: a lying tongue…A false witness that speaketh lies, and he that soweth discord among brethren.” “Blaspheming” – are ya running down your brother or sister? Are you using the Lord’s name in vain? Are you misrepresenting the truth? Present your tongue a living sacrifice and preserve your soul portrait’s attractiveness.

    * “Are you presenting your eyes a living sacrifice?” “A proud look (haughty, arrogant eyes)” “to look down upon others; or looking upon them with disdain; or reckoning them as unworthy to be looked upon, having an high opinion of their own worth and merit.” Also Matthew 5:28, “whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.”           If you want your soul-portrait to resemble Christ, present your eyes a living sacrifice!

    * “Are you presenting your hands a living sacrifice? Or do you have “hands that shed innocent blood.”   

    * “Are you presenting your feet a living sacrifice?” Do you have “feet that are swift in running to mischief” or do you have “your feet shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace” – Ephesians 6:15.

    * “Are you presenting your ears a living sacrifice?” Mark 4:24 “Take heed what you hear.” Jesus adds in Luke 11:28, “blessed are those who hear the word of God and keep it!" Again in John 10:27, “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me.” And finally, James 1:19 reads, “Let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath…” We could go on…

    * “Are you presenting your liver a living sacrifice?”  Leave liquor alone!

    * “Are you presenting your lungs a living sacrifice?” 

    * “Are you presenting your stomach a living sacrifice?”   

    * “Are you presenting your skin a living sacrifice?  You will if you care about conforming to the image of God’s Son!

By living sacrifice, the Holy Spirit excludes the idea of self-mutilation. “And if thy hand offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter into life maimed, than having two hands to go into hell, into the fire that never shall be quenched” (Mk. 9:43) Now, whether you steal a car or just squeeze the Charmin, God never envisioned that when you disobey the command to present your body a living sacrifice that this carried the self-inflicted penalty of cutting your hand off. This transformation works inside out, not outside in. You could cut off body parts until your nose, ears, eyes and tongue were gone and where once were arms and legs now only nubs remain and if your heart wasn’t changed, you’d be just as far away from God as when you started mutilating yourself. But if you change your heart, you won’t need to cut yourself up. If you would like to get a copy of this lesson, Soul Portrait, have a pen and paper handy and we’ll tell you how you can do so after our song.

If you have questions or comments about this lesson or would like a copy of this lesson, we’d like to hear from you. We also offer a free Bible study course by mail. Simply drop a line and let us know. You can also go to our website letthebiblespeak.com to hear streaming audio of this sermon and several others by Ronny Wade and myself. You can also find a congregation faithful to the New Testament near you on our website. We hope you’ll join us again next week as we continue in our quest for truth in a world of religious confusion. On behalf of the congregations listed shortly, we echo the sentiment of the apostle Paul when he wrote in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless!

