Why Am I Here? #3

“Thermometer or Thermostat?”

Romans 12:2


Are you a thermometer or a thermostat? 


That might seem like an odd question—chances are you’ve never been asked that before. Maybe you’re shaking your head thinking, “What on earth is he talking about?”
Consider these two devices. A thermometer records air temperature while a thermostat regulates air temperature. A thermometer’s inside is controlled by the outside; a thermostat’s inside controls the outside. Every person on earth is like one or the other; you either resemble a thermometer or you resemble a thermostat.

“Well, okay,” you might reply, “some people are born leaders while others are born followers. Different strokes for different folks, right? You can’t change the way you were born.”

Wrong.

God wants His children to be one and not the other.

Want proof? Turn with me to Romans 12:2.

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 


Two words jump off the page here: conformed and transformed. One we are commanded to do, the other we are commanded to avoid. While they have a basic similarity—both words speak of something changing shape—they have even more basic differences.


I like how J. B. Phillips renders this same passage:

Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold, but let God re-mold your minds from within, so that you may prove in practice that the plan of God for you is good, meets all his demands and moves towards the goal of true maturity.


Do you see the difference? In conformation the world squeezes us into its mold, pressuring us from the outside in, so that we become like they are. In transformation God remolds us from within, so that we become like Him. Even as a baby changes in size, shape, and form as he or she grows, so every one of us changes in character as we go through life. The question is not whether we will change; the question is how will we change, and who will affect that change? As we continue our study of the question, “Why am I here?” we need to consider these basic concepts. Who influences my life? Do I get my direction from the outside or the inside? Am I a thermometer or am I a thermostat?

The Barrenness of Living under Pressure


First I want to address the barrenness of living under pressure. Can’t you feel the outward pressure in hearing Phillips’ words, “Don’t let the world squeeze you into its own mold”? Ever felt that squeeze?


John Stott observes, “We human beings seem to be imitative by nature.”
 Isn’t that true? Children—even babies to some extent—copy the behavior of those around them. This is one of the fundamental ways of learning. We copy what someone else does until we can do it ourselves.


People on the outside want us to copy them. Why? Because we are naturally more comfortable with others who are like us. We feel threatened by those who are different than us—this is where prejudice and bigotry come from. And so we are pressured into being like those around us.


There are three problems with this pressure, though. The first is that it is external. We are pressured to change from the outside in. Kenneth Wuest points out that the Greek word rendered “conformed” refers to the act of an individual assuming an outward expression that does not come from within, nor is it representative of the inner heart life. Paul is really saying, “Stop assuming an outward expression which is patterned after this world, an expression which is not representative of what you are in your inner being as a regenerated child of God.”
 The world pressures us to be that which we are not.


Furthermore, our most basic needs in life are not external. You might think that the bare necessities are food, clothing, and shelter, but that only keeps the body existing and functioning. In order to really live we must have a sense of ultimate significance and a sense of unconditional security. Many people have food, clothing, and shelter in excess but are still searching for the meaning of life. The world may try to convince you that a new car or a new house will let you “live life the way it is supposed to be lived,” but down deep inside those things won’t cut it.


A second problem with this pressure is that it is expiring. The word Paul uses in Romans 12:2 translated “world” is better translated “age,” which is temporary and fleeting.  Society pressures us to follow the latest trend or get the newest gadget…until another one takes its place! If we tried to keep up with all the acceptable fashions, we would be constantly changing and never able to enjoy what we get! Fashions are fickle and fleeting—did you ever notice that? Did you ever ask why? Perhaps it is because people realize rather quickly that the new fashion does not deliver the deep-down satisfaction it promised, so it’s off to the next trend to try to fill that void. (Or maybe it’s pure greed on the part of producers who seek to profit from the ever-changing fashions!)


The Bible says in 1 John 2:17, “The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.”  Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:30, “here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire,” accurately describe our culture’s attitude toward fashion. So, as William Barclay writes, “﻿Don’t try to match your life to all the fashions of this world; don’t be like a chameleon which takes its color from its surroundings.﻿”


 Thirdly, the pressure of the world is essentially evil. The pattern we are to reject is a grotesquely twisted version of God’s original creation, which He repeatedly called “good” in Genesis 1. Unfortunately, we—in our natural-born state—are part and parcel of this fallen creation and its system; which is ruled by evil, selfishness, greed, deceit, and violence.
 We are not to allow this pressure to squeeze us into what the world wants us to be. As Peter writes in 1 Peter 1:14, “As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance.”﻿ The word “conform” is the same Greek word Paul used in Romans 12:2.


Think about people you know who live under the pressure of the world around them. What characterizes their life? Most of them seek possessions, prominence, or popularity (or a combination of these). Some attain these to one degree or another while others pursue them endlessly. Those who succeed still want more, because these things do not ultimately satisfy.

Many lives are marked by guilt, manipulated by memories, allowing their past to control their future. Others live with anger toward others who they think (accurately or inaccurately) kept them from experiencing real happiness, rehearsing these hurts over and over in their minds. They, too, allow their past to control their future. They have yet to discover the truth that while we are products of our past, we don’t have to be prisoners of our past.
 Still others find their lives paralyzed by fear—fear of failure or fear of the future. Unwilling to risk rejection or embarrassment they remain unmoved…and unfulfilled.

How empty, how barren life is when lived under pressure!

The Basis of Living With Purpose


Thankfully there is an alternative. Rather than living barren lives under pressure, we can lived blessed lives with purpose. Paul speaks of this in Ephesians 5:15-17,

Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.

He refers to how we live, and contrasts two ways to live as “unwise” and “wise.” The “wise” way to live makes the most of every opportunity—isn’t that how we would all like to live?

Verse 17 continues this contrast: “Do not be foolish,” which would be to live in an “unwise” way, but “understand what the Lord’s will is,” which would be to live in a “wise” way. Here, then, is the basis of living with purpose: to understand God’s will for our lives.

Let’s return to Romans 12:2 and look at the last phrase: “Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” Do you see the connection? Wise living takes into account God’s purpose (or “will”) for our lives.

Since, as we saw last week, God created each of us as unique individuals, and since God does nothing by chance, therefore we can conclude that God has a plan for our lives, and that by discovering and experiencing that plan we will find the answer to the question, “Why am I here?”

This past week I was reminded of a chorus I learned in high school:

The Lord has a will, and I have a need

To follow that will, to humbly be still

To rest in it, nest in it, fully be blest in it,

Following my Father’s will.


That’s what life is all about!


But what is God’s will—His purpose and plan for my life? There are many places in the Bible that tells us…sometimes the verse will say, “This is God’s will,” or “This is the will of God concerning you.” I would like to turn back in Romans a few pages to a couple of well-known verses, Romans 8:28-29,

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.


Don’t miss the point due to your familiarity with these words. Notice at the end of verse 28 that those who love God are “called according to his purpose.” God has a plan—a purpose for your life. You are not an accident; God created you with an intended plan! Verse 29 gives us the plan in a nutshell. Go past the “foreknew” and “predestined” to the key phrase: “to be conformed to the likeness of his Son.” The Greek word translated “conformed” is not the same word used in Romans 12:2; in fact, this Greek word appears only one other time—in Philippians 3:21—where the word is translated “transform.” God wants to change us from what we are naturally into the likeness of His Son, Jesus Christ.


How is that done? Let’s go back to Romans 12:2. Instead of being conformed by the world—squeezed into its own mold—we are to be transformed. The Greek word is metamorphoo — “to be changed from one thing into another.” This where we get the English word “metamorphosis,” which is commonly used to describe the transformation of a caterpillar into a butterfly.
 It describes a change from within. The world wants to change your mind, so it exerts pressure from without. But the Holy Spirit changes your mind by releasing power from within. If the world controls your thinking, you are a conformer; if God controls your thinking, you are a transformer.


Curiously this Greek term is only used in three other texts in the New Testament. Matthew and Mark both use this word in describing the transfiguration of Jesus before Peter, James, and John. Jesus’ appearance changed as His divine glory shone through. The other passage is 2 Corinthians 3:18, where Paul writes, “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect﻿ the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.”

Here Paul uses the same verb, and adds what we are being transformed into: “his likeness.” This is exactly what we read in Romans 8:29! We are being transformed from the inside out into the likeness of Jesus. That is God’s purpose, His plan, His will for our lives! 


How does this happen? Again the original language is most expressive, because our text says we are to “be transformed” (passive imperative in Greek). This means that the transforming must be done by someone or something else. From 2 Corinthians 3:18 we know that this is the Holy Spirit, who works through “the renewing of the mind.” The present tense of the verb shows that this is a process, a gradual transformation. We are to allow ourselves to be changed continually so that our lives conform more and more to that of Christ.
 We are to become Christ-like, which is what the word “Christian” means.


Let’s review for a moment. The purpose of our lives is to become like Jesus Christ. The process of our lives is a gradual transformation from the inside out. The power of our lives is the person of the Holy Spirit who lives within us and brings about this change in ourselves. 

The Benefits of Living His Plan

Obviously this is a simplified look at answering the question, “Why am I here?” As we continue in this series we will see more specific aspects of God’s will for our lives. But I would like to conclude this morning by considering the benefits of living His plan. Once we understand His purpose and allow the Holy Spirit to work this change inside us, we will see several positive effects.

First, living God’s plan gives us significance. We might think a job as a secretary may not amount to much…unless we were the secretary for the president of a large corporation, or for the President of the United States! How much more meaningful to represent and resemble Almighty God! Someone once asked Billy Graham if he would ever run for President. He declined, saying (in essence) that it would be a step down! 

You see, without God, life has no purpose, and without purpose, life has no meaning. Without meaning, life has no significance or hope. The greatest tragedy is not death, but life without significance. Hope is as essential to life as air and water. We need hope to cope. Hope comes from knowing God’s plan for our lives.
 He said through Jeremiah, “I know the plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future” (Jeremiah 29:11). As my good friend Orie Shaw likes to say, “Every saint has a past, and every sinner has a future.” You may have a checkered or spotted past, but God is not prevented by our past! He “is able to do far more than we would ever dare to ask or even dream of—infinitely beyond our highest prayers, desires, thoughts, or hopes” (Ephesians 3:20, living). Living God’s plan gives our lives significance.

Secondly, living God’s plan gives us security. Many people battle with insecurity, wondering if their relationships will end at any moment. Even the strongest relationship can end in death, leaving us to wonder if there is any such thing as an unbreakable bond.

With other people there is not, but with God there is. Jesus said in John 6:37-40,

All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father's will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.

Hear the security in those words? Jesus says that whoever comes to Him He will never drive away! He will lose none of those the Father has given Him. Everyone who looks to the Son has life. There is no room for insecurity in those words!

Furthermore, Paul writes in Romans 8:37-39,

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Beyond the shadow of a doubt, we have security when we live God’s plan!

Third, we find simplicity in God’s plan. His purpose defines what we do and what we don’t do. Our purpose becomes the standard we use to evaluate which activities are essential and which aren’t. 

Without a clear purpose we have no foundation on which to base decisions, allocate our time, and use our resources. We will tend to make choices based on circumstances, pressures, and our mood at that moment. People who don’t know their purpose try to do too much—and that causes stress, fatigue, and conflict. 

It is impossible to do everything people want us to do. We have just enough time to do God’s will. If we can’t get it all done, it means we’re trying to do more than God intended for us to do (or, possibly, that we’re watching too much television).
 Notice the simplicity in Paul’s words recorded in Philippians 3:13-14

But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 


He boiled everything down to “one thing”: to press on to his goal. What was Paul’s goal? Three verses earlier he wrote, “I want to know Christ and…[to] become like him…” (Philippians 3:10) Paul wanted to be transformed to the image of Jesus. 


If you want your life to have impact, focus it! Stop dabbling. Stop trying to do it all. Do less. Prune away even good activities and do only that which matters most. Never confuse activity with productivity. You can be busy without a purpose, but what’s the point?
 We become like the hamster running on the wheel but getting nowhere!


Finally, living God’s plan gives us stimulus. The big question people asked a few years ago was, “What’s my motivation?” If we have no direction, no meaning to life, and no hope, we won’t be motivated to do anything. Just getting out of bed becomes a major chore. It is usually meaningless work, not overwork, that wears us down, saps our strength, and robs our joy. On the other hand, purpose always produces passion. Nothing energizes like a clear purpose. 

Returning to the original question: Are you a thermometer or a thermostat? Does the external pressure around you determine your direction, your disposition, and your destiny? Or does your inward purpose, through the power of the Holy Spirit living inside, overcome the outward obstacles? Do you experience the peace and joy of God despite your circumstances, or is your life a roller coaster ride of ups and downs with the ebb and flow of life? You can get off that roller coaster and discover what it really means to live.

Why am I here? To know Christ and to be transformed into His likeness. 

How is that done? Through the presence and power of His Spirit in my life… 

…if we allow Him.
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