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A New Years Resolution that Lasts

January 2nd, 2005

Well… it’s that time of year again, when, according to the statistics, over 70% of us make our New Year’s resolutions.   I was reading an article this week that listed the five most popular resolutions made most every year. 

· The 5th was to take up a new hobby, the 4th was to make more money, the 3rd most popular resolution was to improve relationships, the 2nd was to stop smoking…

· And the most popular New Years resolution, you guessed it, losing weight.

· And yet we know all too well from our own experience, that we don’t do a very good job even remembering what our resolutions are let alone keeping them!

· But even when we do keep our New Year’s resolutions, often times we’ve still fail to deal with the deeper issues behind those resolutions.

· We want to loose weight and stop smoking... but we don’t want to deal with why we’re eating and why we’re smoking.  
· In other words, our resolutions are often limited to our “outer” worlds rather than our inner “issues”.

There is an Outer You: your skin, your hair, your face, your body. Then there’s an Inner You: your character, your heart, your soul. The first is temporary... but the second... lasts!
· In 2 Corinthians 4:16, Paul talks about that Outer You.  He says, “Outwardly, we are wasting away.”
· That’s a pleasant passage! But, if you have any doubts as to whether this is true, just take a look at the person next to you right now. 
· From about the age of twenty-five on, certain changes start to kick in to the Outer You. Your bones start to lose their calcium, and they get brittle. 
Your skin starts to lose its elasticity and shrivel up. Age spots begin to multiply. 
· You start losing brain cells at an alarming rate. If you’re over thirty, you lose about 3,000,000 brain cells a day—and if we are all very, very quiet, you can hear some of them dying right now!
· You know what I’m talking about. The weight starts shifting from the poles of your body towards the equator. Hair will stop growing where you want it to and boldly go to places no hair has gone before. 
· I knew I was full-blown in the wasting away a few years ago. I got not one, but two nose-hair trimmers for Christmas. Not a good sign. 
Outwardly, we’re wasting away, Paul says. I know some of you here are not twenty yet, and at some deep pre-conscious level, you are thinking, “That will never happen to me. I will never grow old like you.” 
· Those of us who are older want you to know we understand, and we love you. But, it will happen to you. And frankly, we’re looking forward to it. 
· Listen... you can do whatever you want to the Outer Man. You can exercise it, starve it, Rogaine it, stretch it, lift it, nip and tuck it, tan it, dress it up at Neiman Marcus, but one way or another, Old Man Wrinkle will wait you out. 
· Needless to say, its difficult when the “outer” you isn’t what you wish it would be... especially when we live in a culture like ours that puts so much emphasis on the “outer” appearance. 

· But you know that God sees things so much differently than we do.  
One time God sent a prophet named Samuel to anoint somebody who would become king over Israel. He sent Samuel to the home of a man named Jesse, whom He said would be his father.

· Samuel sees one of Jesse’s sons who is a really impressive guy...
· He says, “Surely this is the man. But God says to him; ‘do not consider his appearance or his height, for he is not the one. The Lord does not look at things man looks at. Man looks at outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart’. (1 Samuel 16: 6-7)”
Our society fawns over people whose outer appearance is judged to be attractive, as if they have done something to deserve it. 
· Even our kid stories teach us this from the time we are really young. 
· The Prince is not drawn to Cinderella by her great personality. 
· Snow White and Sleeping Beauty both had men fall in love with them while they were comatose. 
· We look at the outer appearance and we either get real fired up or pretty darn depressed. Ad so, we make what we feel are the “appropriate” New Year resolutions.  

· But, again, God sees things so much different.  
Your character— what you are becoming— is infinitely more important than how you look or where you’ve been. 
· You see, for God, knowing why you do what you do is more important than simply not doing it any longer.  
· God knows that if you don’t get at the heart issue, its basically like pulling a weed out of the ground without pulling up the roots.

Now, of course, the Inner and Outer Us are all mixed up together... we’re not able to separate them. 
· As Paul writes to the church at Corinth, “…the truth about my body is that my body’s headed south in a hurry.”
· Paul had never been movie star material anyway. He says in the same letter to the Corinthian, “People say about me that ‘in his letters he’s impressive, but in person—his physical person and outer man—he’s not so much to look at.’”
· And for Paul, it’s not just aging. His body had been whipped and stoned and starved and beaten and locked up in a cell. He says, “It’s wasting away, the outer me. It doesn’t bother me much. My body is just kind of a loaner anyway.” 
· It’s what’s going on inside that matters. There’s something that’s going on inside of me. He says. 

It’s like the opposite of what’s happening on the outside. Outside I’m dying a little every day, but inside it’s like I’m coming alive. It’s the strangest thing. I keep changing and growing. I keep getting stronger. Joy keeps bubbling up inside me, and even though my body is in a prison, I keep getting more hopeful. 
Hope keeps welling up inside me, even though I know my body is going to die. Love just keeps getting more powerful in me, and I find myself wanting to love people, even the people who put me in here. My portfolio—my 401K—keeps going down, and the generosity factor keeps going up. It’s the strangest thing. I’m dying on the outside, and on the inside, I’m coming to life. Outwardly I’m wasting away. Inwardly, I’m being renewed day by day. It’s fabulous! 

What I want to challenge you all with, as we begin this New Year, is this: Spend at least as much time and effort and intention on your Inner Being as you do on your Outer Being. 

· Give at least as much focus, at least as much attention, to that part of you that will live throughout all of eternity as you give to that part of you that is going to wear out one of these days.
· That kind of makes sense, doesn’t it? I’m going to suggest three ways to do this, and they all come from analogies of things that we do for our bodies.

The first one is this: Look in the mirror of your soul
We all do this for our bodies. I’ve heard that in high-end hotels and stores, they put mirrors in elevators and dressing rooms, but they keep the lighting real dark. Do you know why they do that? 
· It’s because we want to see ourselves, but we don’t want to see reality. 
· But Paul says in Romans 12:3, “I want you to consider your souls (the Inner You) with sober judgment.”
· In other words, “I just want you to be real!”
· Ask God to help you see what’s really going on, because it’s possible for people to go on for years without looking at the reality of who they really are. 
· I wish I could say that Christians are different. We’re not. Let me tell you a story… 
A man is being tailgated by a stressed-out woman. He comes to an intersection and the light turns yellow. Generally, in NJ, we all understand what the colors of a stoplight mean: Red means Stop; Green means Go; Yellow means...

· He stops and the woman behind him goes ballistic! She’s yelling at him and waving at him and in mid-rant, someone taps on the window of her car. It’s a policeman. 
· He takes her to the station where she is fingerprinted and photographed and locked up in a cell. 
· After a couple of hours, they let her out after the arresting officer gives her back her personal effects. 
· He says, I’m very sorry for the mistake. Here’s how it happened...

· I pulled up behind your car while you were blowing the horn and using bad gestures and speaking bad language, and then I noticed the “What Would Jesus Do?” bumper sticker on your car and the “Choose Life” license plate holder and the “follow Me to Sunday School” window sign and the Christian fish emblem on your trunk. 
· Naturally, I assumed you had stolen the car. 
Listen… you know that the people Jesus was hardest on were people who tried really hard to look really good on the outside in the name of God, but inside were all unloving and ungracious and judgmental. 
· I’ll tell you, the world is getting pretty tired of people who have— 
Christian bumper stickers on their cars and Christian fish signs on their trunks and 

Christian books on their shelves and Christian stations on their radios and 

Christian jewelry around their necks and Christian videos for their kids and 

Christian magazines for their coffee tables…

· But who do not have the life of Jesus in their bones or the love of Jesus in their hearts. 
· What our world really needs are followers of Jesus who are being transformed on the inside not just the outside. We need this. Your friends, family, coworkers... need this. 
· And somewhere around us right now, there is a lonely, scared kid who needs this. 
· We all need this... not perfection... authenticity, honesty.
Some people go years without ever honestly facing the truth about their Inner Being. So, here’s the challenge. This week, when you look in the mirror, take a moment to think about the real you— the real you— the you that is going to last. 
· Do I have any habits that need to be changed? 
· Have I been pretending to be someone that I’m not? 
· Is there anything in me—pride, anger, judgmentalism, selfishness, stubbornness, fear— that I’ve been refusing to face?
· And this week, let a mirror remind you how important this practice of self-examination really is.
· No matter what resolutions we’ll make, we won’t grow unless we practice self-examination and reflection.  
· Maybe there is someone in your life—perhaps in your home group—and you can say to them, I’d like to ask you to help me, to be kind of a mirror for me. Are there blind spots that I need to look at? Look in the mirror at the real you… at the “inner” you.
A second challenge: Be intentional about what you eat—what you feed the real you. 

I heard diet guru comment that dieting is not rocket science. You can put all foods into two categories: Good and Bad. 
· Believe me, if you put out a plate a broccoli and a plate of Krispy Kreme doughnuts, I’ll be able to tell you which is good and which is bad.

· Truth is, we’ve become very educated about food... and yet, because we don’t dig beneath the surface of the overeating “issue”, we remain the heaviest nation on earth.

· In fact, there has never been a civilization in history that has been more conscious of how we feed our bodies and less conscious about how we feed our souls. 
· Understand, we are feeding the Inner Us all the time. 
· Every conversation I have, every time I read a book or a newspaper, every TV Show that I watch, every song I hear, every fantasy that I entertain—I’m constantly feeding the Inner Me.
So this week, be at least as conscious of what you feed the Inner You as you are of what you feed the Outer You. It can be a real simple process. 
· Just take a simple thought from Scripture that the Inner You needs to hear. 
· Maybe you want love. You take a thought from Scripture. John writes: “Behold the manner of love that God has lavished on us that we should be called the children of God. (1 John 3:1 )” 
· And that’s what we are. I am a child of God. I can feed on that thought.
· Or you may wrestle with fear. Take one statement from Scripture: “Be strong and very courageous for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go. (Joshua 1:9)” Feed on that.
· This week, every time you sit down to feed your body, just let that thought feed your Inner Person. You can do that while you’re driving, when you go to work, when you wake up first thing in the morning, when you go to sleep last thing of the day. 
· Your soul is going to be around forever. Feed it well. 
The third thing we try to do for our body, which we talk about a lot, is exercise. 
We are inundated by messages about exercising our bodies. I have heard from reliable sources that if you exercise it will add, on average, two years to your life. But you will spend at least those two years exercising— so big deal!

· Winston Churchill, who lived to be well over ninety, said that the only exercise he ever got was serving as a pallbearer for his friends who died while they were exercising.
· Joking aside... exercise the “outer” man or women is important... for some of us it’s very important!

· But understand that dealing with the issues underneath the resolutions we make involves the same kind of inner training and discipline... 
· And that gets us back to the discipline of reflection, self-examination, and... solitude.

· As we become as concerned about inner discipline as we are with “outer”, we’ll be more able to ask God in any given moment what’s going on inside of you.

· ILL. food/why people binge OR anger: “What part in me was at the root of that rage, God?”
In Romans 5: 3-4, Paul writes: “Troubles produce patience and patience produces character and character produces hope.” 
· But troubles only produce patience... when we’ve learned from that trouble.  And without self-examination, we typically fail to learn what God wants us to learn.
· But with that reflection... those “issues” can produce patience, which can produce character, which produces even more hope in us!

· As we live lives of reflection, even though outwardly we may be wasting away, Paul says, we’re inwardly being renewed.
Folks... we’ve got a whole new year in front of us.  This can be such a rich year... it can be a year of real spiritual renewal and growth.  I’ve heard so many of you share how much you want that.
· The first step is to acknowledge that there are those “issues” inside... rooted in past hurts, shame, fears... issues that sort of grow like weeds in the garden.
· But along with that, we need to acknowledge that as carefully as we ourselves may try to pull those weeds out of the ground, there’s always some root that remains... that will grow.  
· In other words, we need to recognize that we can’t do this along. One of the great obstacles to spiritual growth is to think “I can fix it on my own.” 
That attitude is why so many people in their 50s, for example, still struggle with the same things they dealt with in their 20s.

· In AA, the start toward sobriety is to say, I can’t do it by myself. I can’t, God can. So I’ll let Him. That’s a really hard thing for us.
· There was a survey in US News and World Report a few years ago that asked people, “Who do you think is most likely to get into heaven?” There was a list of famous people: 
· Mother Teresa: 79% of the people said they thought Mother Teresa would get into heaven—which means that 21% are grading pretty tough! 
· Oprah was next at 66%. 
· Michael Jordan landed right beneath her at 65%. Lots of Bulls fans. 
· Colin Powell came in at 61%. 
· OJ Simpson was at the bottom of the list with 19%. 

But there was one vote-getter who topped even Mother Teresa. According to this US New and World Report survey, one individual received an 87% shot at getting into Heaven. 
· Take a second and see if you can guess who got the top rating. The number one person on the list was the person taking the poll!
· What does this say? It says that out of all the famous people in the world, I’d put Mother Teresa at the top. But the one I’d say has a better shot than Mother Teresa at getting into Heaven is—ME.  ME beat Mother Teresa 87% to 79%! 
· That shows that the average person out there not only believes they need to fix themselves, but that they can fix themselves enough to get themselves to the front of the line... ahead of Mother Theresa!
But we know that even the nature of salvation, as we read in the New Testament, is that salvation isn’t something we can finagle... it isn’t something we can earn... 

· Because none of us are able to fix the underlying problem... sin.  That’s why Paul writes in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast.”
· You see, this was what Paul was getting at with the Galatians when he in 3:1, “You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you?”  

· If you recognize that you were saved by God’s grace... not by “fixing” things yourself... why then would you try to live out your life trying to “fix” yourself?
Guys... all the outer things in our lives... from our bodies, to our clothes, homes, toys, jobs, whatever... they’re all temporal. 
· Why would we then give our highest devotion to any of them?
· But you— the Inner You— you will never cease to exist. 
· As we close this morning… the first Sunday of 2005… let’s make a New Years resolution that will last…
· Let’s make a decision to live lives of self-examination and reflection.  Let’s focus more on what is below the surface, what’s in our inner worlds, than what’s above the surface.

If you’ve ever seen an iceberg… you know what an amazing site they are.  But the truth is that what you see piercing out of the water is only 10% of the iceberg.  The rest is below the surface.

· Let’s not focus this year on the “outer” 10%.  Let’s be tenacious about laying the axe at the root issues in our lives.  Let’s make this year a year of personal growth… personal renewal.

· This wont always be easy… we know that.  But as Paul writes, “Troubles produce patience and patience produces character and character produces hope.”
