"GOING DEEPER WITH YOUR FAITH" for Purpose Driven Life – Sept 5, 2005

One of the key “stepping stones” on the path to a deeper faith is repentance.  This is one we often hesitate at, because it’s intimidating and a hard step to take.  Repentance requires that we honestly appraise our sin life and adjust our thoughts and deeds accordingly.  
Ezekiel 18:30-31 says, “Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall.  Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit.”

Sin is a deliberate turning away from God, a violation against him that separates us from him.  It is a universal problem that interferes with the healthy personal growth of every person.  Sin especially interferes with our desire to fulfill God’s purposes in life.  I would guess that you identify with at least some of these pervasive sins: selfishness, jealousy, self-doubt, stubbornness, greed, laziness, judgmental attitude, rage, addictions/obsessions, and/or instant gratification.

(Note: This list of troublesome sins didn’t come from the Bible, although it could have.  It didn’t come from Harvard’s latest national study on mentally unhealthy people.  It came from interviews with teenage boys who were incarcerated in a maximum-security facility for murder, rape, and/or burglary.  These young men had hindsight-solutions and insight, birthed by street smarts, beyond their years.) 

So when we repent and move away from sin, God is pleased.  When we repent, we are better able to hear him and focus on the purposes for which we were born. It took me a long time to learn that my character formation (less sinning, more repenting, and greater obedience) was far more important to God than anything I could ever hope to accomplish for him.

Repentance is remorse or sincere contrition for our sinful conduct.  It is regret and sorrow that lead to a willingness to change – and it’s the willingness to change that makes all the difference.  You see, sin can prompt two kinds of sorrow.  Human sorrow, which in relationship to sin, is often nothing more than frustration and wounded pride that we got caught.  Godly sorrow, on the other hand, is produced by the Holy Spirit in accordance with the will of God.  Godly sorrow desires to keep the rich closeness of our relationship with God.  It is a longing to do whatever is necessary to be holy before him.
If we want to pursue our life purpose and grow deeper in faith, we’ll be willing to make changes.  We’ll seek to follow the guidelines that will make us better vessels for God’s use, which starts with repentance and inviting God to prune weaknesses, stumbling blocks, and sins from our lives.  

It’s not easy to repent – it requires trusting God with our frailties and failures, persevering against temptation, practicing a prayerful lifestyle, and being willing to make deeply personal changes. Yet repentance is one of the most liberating steps we can take in life, and it comes with so many benefits.  When we confess and repent of our sin, we are forgiven and restored.  Repentance delivers us from shame, guilt, anger, hopelessness, and bitterness.  It releases us from slavery to sin and holds us captive to the desire for a deeper relationship with God.  It sets us free to work in concert with God instead of against him, and it allows us to receive the best that God has so graciously planned for us.  

Repentance also allows us to mitigate, to the best of our ability, the harmful consequences of our sinful actions.  Although the list of those we have hurt by our sins may or may not be lengthy, it is a tremendous gift if even one relationship is healed by our repentance.  Furthermore, when we prayerfully reflect on repentance and making amends, we are less inclined to sin.  Why? Because we will be very busy making things right by restoring our relationship with God, regaining broken trust, guarding against anything that would harm our love for God, and aspiring to holiness.
When we act purposefully and diligently in response to God’s command to repent, the limelight shifts quickly to the liberating flip side of each sin.  For example, instead of haranguing yourself about your impatience, you can acknowledge the progress you’ve made when you are patient.  Instead of worrying about how prideful you are, you can begin to practice humility.  Instead of hating yourself for stealing, you can choose to be deliberately generous.  Instead of feeling defeated by your complaining and gossiping, you can choose to think of blessings and encouragement to share with others.  Instead of getting depressed about lying and cheating, you can ask God to help you live with integrity and authenticity.  Repentance sets you free to focus on your spiritual progress – slow as it may be, rather than your failures.

So how can you go deeper in your faith and practice repentance?

Turn toward God.  Start turning towards God by admitting your sins to him, and ask him to lead you to a Scripture, person, circumstance, or activity that will help you change your ways.
Memorize a Scripture.  You may want to memorize Romans 7:18, one of the most comforting Scripture passages on repentance: “I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.” Don’t use this as an excuse to keep sinning, but as a reminder to be patient with yourself.
Consider the Consequences of Sin. The consequences of your sin can be widespread, including the loss of your career, marriage, family, possessions, education, reputation, self-esteem, passion or hope, just to name a few.  Think of a current sin from which you have not repented.  What might be the possible negative consequences of it?
Consider Missed Blessings.  Sin can also cause you to miss out on blessings such as deeper relationships, joy, peace, a leadership role, good health, intimacy with God, spiritual growth, character development, or financial stability.  Think of a current sin from which you have not repented and identify what the potential missed blessing might be.

Accept Reproof.  Ask the Holy Spirit to alert you to your sins and to prepare your heart to hear and accept reproof or correction. 
What sin or character issue are you struggling with? Will you repent now and turn away from your offense? Go ahead, take the step, and repent of your sins.  God is waiting for you.
Adapted from the new bestselling book, Pathway to Purpose for Women, Chapter 6: Repent of All Your Offenses, by Katie Brazelton, Ph.D., MATS.  Dr. Brazelton is a Licensed Minister on staff at Saddleback Church, and she trains Christian women as Life Purpose Coaches and Facilitators. She can be reached at info@pathwaytopurpose.com.

Note: below are the principles for a better life requested by Carolyn- I pulled them out separately:
Principles for Living a Better Life: (advice from young inmates)
1. Take one day at a time.  Don’t get ahead of yourself.

2. Identify distractions early, so you can eliminate them.

3. Think positively. Avoid negative people and influences.  Better yet, find role models and mentors to help you along when things get tough.

4. Relax.  Lighten up.  Don’t take yourself too seriously.  Laugh more at yourself and with others.  Have more good, clean fun.

5. Give to people much more than you expect to receive from them.

6. Pray to God over each of your decisions, so you will learn to focus on the bigger pictures of why you were born, rather than on your desires all the time.  When you do find your thing, get involved in it immediately.  It will help you stay out of trouble.

7. Manage your time and money wisely.  Get help on this as needed.

8. Reward yourself for small jobs well done.  Congratulate yourself if you even come close to contributing something to your family or society.  Be kind to yourself in words and actions when you succeed or fail.

9. Be aware of your fear of success and your fear of failure.  Face all your fears and worries; don’t panic.  If you can’t get over your fear, move forward just to spite it.
10. Tell people specifically what you need, want and expect.  People can’t read your mind, but often they do want to help you. 

