
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: “Choosing Personal Transformation” 
 
Sermon Title: “Spiritual Awakening” 
 
Sermon Text: Ephesians 1:15-21 and John 12:23-26 
 
Listener’s Journey: I want my listener to see spiritual awakening as God’s creative introduction of the 
human soul’s journey of being transformed by love into Christ likeness over the length of one’s life. And, 
that one needs to constantly choose to walk the difficult but joyful path of personal transformation to grow 
spiritually.  
 
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: 
 
This second segment, “Choosing Personal Transformation” will be focusing on making a conscious and 
dedicated effort to develop one’s own body, mind, and spirit as Christ followers. Humans have an almost 
instinctual impulse for self-improvement and many people seek personal transformation into more 
virtuous character over their lifetimes regardless of religious conviction. As Christians, we are compelled 
by the teachings of Scripture and Christian tradition to a specific journey of transformation toward Christ-
like-ness. It was the Apostle John who said “Whoever claims to live in him must live as Jesus did.”1 One 
would think that this journey of body, mind, and soul would be as easy as reading the teachings and 
accounts of Jesus, laying the simple, bare and incredibly challenging truths of Jesus in front of us, and 
then with the help and grace of God and others, comparing and contrasting our lives with who Jesus is 
and who we are, and making changes over time to be like Christ. It should be that simple, right? 
 
The global tree of the Christian faith would indicate otherwise, by its incredibly complicated branch 
structure that tells us human beings as far back to the first Christians have made the journey of becoming 
like Christ a winding and sometimes confusing path like this confusing road sign! 
 

 
 

Its almost as if Christians like to make the journey of becoming more like Christ complicated with 
some of our traditions not even making Jesus the goal, but rather guarding the theological brand is 
the goal. So, what are we to do?  
 

I wish I could tell you that these eight weeks ahead of us will sew everything up into a neat eight-point 
plan. I can’t. And, it shouldn’t. Like the first segment where we studied the Beatitudes of Jesus more as 
lenses with which to live the Christian life than simple success formulas, this segment will be more about 
wrestling with the formational paradoxes of Jesus and the human condition than articulating eight simple 
steps for becoming like Christ.  

 

																																																								
1 1 John 2:6. NIV. 



Christian spiritual formation is more about opening things up than nailing them down and leading with 
questions that truly challenge us to grow rather than giving us a list of does and don’ts that encourage 
hiding for some and legalism for others. Humans are complex sentient beings who think, feel, sense, and 
intuit that need to be respected and honored in our complexities. And, our existences not only interact 
day to day with other complicated beings across ever widening cultural and global connections, but on 
the very highest level of consciousness, we interact with a mysterious universe and possibly multiverse 
created and held together by a Creator that can be known in some measure, but never fully. 
 
So, what we are going to offer you over the eight weeks of this segment is a number of time tested and 
historical considerations for holistic transformation. We will look across the Christian tradition as a whole, 
and the Covenant tradition in specific. These considerations will reflect on the starting points of our 
journey, sign posts of growth along the way, and high level lifelong aspirations the long haul.  
 
** 
[Ephesians 3:14-21] This remarkable prayer points toward several guiding principles of spiritual growth: 
 

• First, that we are made up of more than just body and mind. We are a unity of body, mind, and 
spirit (or soul) and, that our inner life is as important as our outer life. 

• Second, awakening to the presence of God within us is essential for integrating the inner and 
outer life, and grounding our existence in our belovedness.  

• Third, the ultimate outcome of the spiritual journey is union with God and embodied love. 
 
** 
Christian thinker Richard Rohr points out that our false self is largely a projection of our self-image. He 
writes: 
 

Your False Self is who you think you are. [Your body image, your job, your education, your clothes 
and so on. Yet,] Your thinking does not make it true. Your False Self is almost entirely a social 
construct to get you started on your life journey. It is a set of agreements between your childhood and 
your parents, your family, your neighbors, your school chums, your partner or spouse, and your 
religion. It is your “container” for your separate self.  
 
Jesus would call it your “wineskin,” which he points out usually cannot hold any new wine (Mark 2: 
21-22). Your (false) ego container likes to stay “contained” and hates change. 
Your False Self is how you define yourself outside of love, relationship, or divine union. After you 
have spent many years laboriously building this separate self, with all its labels and preoccupations, 
you are very attached to it. And why wouldn’t you be? It’s what you know and it’s all you know. To 
move beyond it will always feel like losing or dying.2 

 
He goes on to explain that, in contrast to our false self, our true self is the naturally created self, which 
was given by God. And, that moving away from our false self and toward our true self requires some 
combination of letting go and dying to our false ego. Unfortunately, there is great struggle in this, but for 
those who are willing to let go and submit themselves to the dying process, a whole new liberation 
awaits.  
 
** 
At this point you might be wondering, “how can I know the difference between my false self and true 
self?” That is a question that deserves a longer answer in future teachings, but one clue that our false 
selves are at work are the propping up of facades such as… 
 
• The “I’m better than most” facade 
• The “I’m worse than others” facade 

																																																								
2 Richard Rohr. Adapted from Immortal Diamond: The Search for Our True Self, pp. 36-37	



• The “I don’t care” façade 
• The “I will care so much about other people’s problems that I don’t have to deal with my own” façade. 
• The “I’m self-sufficient” façade 
• The “I am completely reliant upon others” façade. 
• The “I’m very important” facade 
• The “I’m not important at all” facade 
 
I could go on, but I think that you get the point. And, so it is important to remember that if we give our 
false selves the microphone of our soul, it can do a lot of damage to ourselves, our relationships, and our 
work life! So, it is critically important to do inner work in order to discern our true self and move toward 
that in grace filled movements. Such pursuit of our true selves typically has unique and customized 
starting points called spiritual awakenings, which I am going to talk about next. 
 
** 
On one level, Decision Theology was not intended to be harmful. Many in the American Church were 
seeking to simply capture the fervor of the early American revivals where millions of people had 
awakenings and conversions to Christ, particularly on the frontier lands. Decision theology has been 
emphasized most recently in the 20th century with the Billy Graham crusades and others like them. These 
gatherings, on one level, were experiences that encouraged people to consider who Jesus is and begin a 
spiritual journey with Christ. And, there are authentic stories of people who were awakened to a life long 
journey of growth toward their true selves at events such as these.  
 
However, many Christian leaders have, and many more are now bringing critique to the formulaic side of 
the crusade experiences. First, because the name “crusade” was a poor choice of terms originally given 
to the bloodshed, missteps, and betrayal of the Gospel by the Western Christian Church when it was 
wedded to European monarchs in the middle ages. A second critique is that awakening or conversion to 
Christ was largely framed by threat of hell rather than invitation to belovedness. A third problem many 
have is with the crusade promise that that if you prayed a sinner’s prayer and accepted Christ, that you 
were “in”. Mission accomplished. 
 
Christian spiritual formation simply doesn’t work that way. At least, not healthfully. In my own experience I 
have come to reflect on my personal journey of spiritual growth that included some brushes with decision 
theology. Interestingly, my first spiritual awakening to the presence of God in me was as a child laying on 
the grass and looking up at the sky on a cloudless day, and for the first time speaking to God and 
listening to God with a wondrous sense of God’s imminence or nearness to me. My religious upbringing 
had given me a container and even some ways to think about God as a 7 year old, but my experience 
laying on the grass felt bigger and more real than all of that. 
 
I am grateful for especially my parents telling me about Jesus in words and through the way they lived 
their compassionate and grace filled lives. I was compelled to do the same. And, as I grew up I watched 
with curiosity the way Christianity travels the path of popular religion and how decision theology became 
a marketing powerhouse for Evangelical Christianity in particular. It was so simple and easy and it 
seemed effective. “Accept Christ. Begin attending a church with people just like you. Believe the Bible. 
And, invite your friends and neighbors to do the same.” 

 
My personal discomfort with this formula (and churches that are built on it) has grown significantly over 
the years. Largely, because it was so easy for me to feel very comfortable with what I now know is my 
false self: esteemed church pastor, important leader and popular figure. In the formula world it was easy 
for me to take care of my petty sins, defend my false self, and completely avoid the deeper journey 
toward my true self.  

 
I admit, without quick formulas for spiritual growth, on most days I feel that I am imperfectly stumbling 
along my path and in a constant state of being uncomfortable. I imbibe my false self all of the time. And 
yet, I am beginning to learn the freedom of my true self that isn’t attached to esteem and power and is 



pleased to just be fully present with people and offer my energies to Christ’s way of moving in our world 
which is generous and life giving. 
 
** 
First, spiritual awakening to Christ and even further spiritual awakenings to any number of things that 
God wants us to have vision for, can take shape in an array of experiences and can happen at the most 
unusual times. So, we should be careful to not limit God’s creative reach into our lives even as it is the 
practice of Christians to creatively invite one another to begin and go on spiritual journey. 2,000 years of 
church history, 500 years of protestant thinkers, and the spirit of our church’s tradition challenge us to 
consider intentional invitation an important part of our community as well.  
 
** 
Second, and finally, spiritual formation should not be an anxious process. It will require a patient trust in 
God and God in us to, as Robert Bly wrote, dare to “snatch sugar from the castle.” And, things may get 
very difficult as we get honest about our pain and wrestle with our paradoxes, but in the end, because of 
the width, the length, the height and the depth of the love of Christ, it should be less like doing push-ups 
and more like Bly’s bird flying freely and joyfully in and out of the hall. Its about being free to love and 
being loved wherever you are! 
 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 
1. What has been your understanding of spiritual growth? (Personal sharing) 

 
2. Talk about the sermon’s idea of “false self/true self” and how Jesus spoke to denying self and what 

that may mean for your lives. (Exploring the text) 
 
3. What have been the spiritual awakenings in your life and how do they help you see the world 

differently in your day to day life? (Direct application) 


