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Here we are a week from Halloween a holiday that is a light-hearted, but sobering reminder that evil is a present reality.   Last week we learned from Romans chapter 7 that A. We are conflicted by it.  Romans 7 teaches that the deepest, truest part of who I am wants God’s life for me but the shallow me wants life done my way. 
Listen to verses 24-25 of chapter 7 to the Romans: I have discovered this principle of life—that when I want to do what is right, I inevitably do what is wrong.  I love God’s law with all my heart.  But there is another power within me that is at war with my mind. This power makes me a slave to the sin that is still within me. Oh, what a miserable person I am! Who will free me from this life that is dominated by sin and death?  Thank God! The answer is in Jesus Christ our Lord.  –(Romans 7:24-25a, New Living Translation). Evil is within us, resident in our shallow self (“flesh, sinful nature”)  and only Jesus Christ can completely conquer it. The great news is that , he has… in his sinless life and on the cross… and he can in you, now, in 2008. And we’re learning how these next 3 Wednesday nights as we go through the Steps to Freedom In Christ.  
Today I want to highlight this reality about evil: B. We’re surrounded by it.  Collect a bunch of sin-prone people together and what do you get?  Culture.  Sin is embedded in culture because culture is composed of sinners, people without Jesus.  Sin is embedded in American culture according homosexual activist/columnist Dan Savage in his book:  Skipping Towards Gomorrah asserts that vice, what the medieval Christians called “the seven deadly sins” IS the American Way; that they’re embedded in American culture and have seeped into American Christianity. As you read this list, ask the Holy Spirit, reveal to your mind how these sins have infected your life and the church in America, in Discover Church: 
· Pride is excessive belief in one's own abilities that interferes with the individual's recognition of the grace of God. It has been called the sin from which all others arise. Pride is also known as Vanity.

· Envy is the desire for others' traits, status, abilities, or situation. 

· Gluttony is an inordinate desire to consume more than that which one requires.

· Lust is an inordinate craving for the pleasures of the body.

· Anger is manifested in the individual who spurns love and opts instead for fury. It is also known as Wrath.

· Greed is the desire for material wealth or gain, ignoring the realm of the spiritual. It is also called Avarice or Covetousness.

· Sloth is the avoidance of physical or spiritual work.  
Pride, envy, gluttony, lust, anger, greed, sloth… We can become blind to these, desensitized to their presence around and within us because they’re all around, all the time!  These vices are packaged in culturally acceptable ways and promoted to us relentlessly.  Read the gospel accounts and you’ll clearly see that these were opposed by Jesus --which creates the conflict we ought to have with our culture.  It did with Jesus in his day: “..even his own brothers did not believe in him.  Therefore Jesus told them… The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify that what it does is evil.”  (John 7:5-7, excerpts, NIV)

Jesus defines “the world, Gk: “cosmos”, as Christ-less culture  --people without God.  Jesus holiness and truthfulness brought him into mortal conflict with his culture.. much of which was very religious, yet corrupted by evil.  Jesus warns us that –just as his first followers-  if we follow him we will come into conflict with our culture: “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world."  (John 16:33)  What Jesus meant by “overcome the world” is that he influenced the values, priorities, beliefs, and ethics of the culture around him, rather than succumbing to its influence.   He lived in it without compromising his core convictions at all.  His public profession, private beliefs, and core convictions were perfectly in alignment; he had complete integrity, and complete obedience to God His Father.   And Paul, later on in that same letter to the Romans in which he portrays our conflicted condition so vividly, throws down this challenge: Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.  (Romans 12:21)  How do we overcome evil with good? Let me give you some simple, yet very effective steps
Step 1 to overcome the evil around you: Connect closer to Christ than culture . I can overcome the christless culture in me by connecting closer to Christ than to it:  law of proximity: you become like that which you’re most closely connected to.  Here as a great stratagem in Peter’s greeting: “Grace and peace be yours in abundance through the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord.  His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. (2 Peter 1:2-4).  There are three keys listed in here to help you connect to Christ closer than to the culture, and help you reach “escape velocity” from it’s corrupting influence.

Here’s the first: Circle the phrase “knowledge of.” In the Greek it’s epignosay which means “full knowledge.”  And refers to the type of knowledge that’s personally acquired through experience via an intimate relationship with someone/something; “knowing something through-and—through, like the back of your hand, as we’d say.  It’s not merely an academic or impersonal awareness –no! And only full, experiential, and intimite knowledge that possesses the power to enable us to experience God’s transforming life within, and resist the pressures to conform from without.  Paul speaks about us being “united with Christ” in Romans 6:5 and being radically identified with Jesus in verse 6 which comes about as a result of our “full knowledge” of Jesus as Savior and Leader in life. 
 The 2nd key: “His divine Power” which is all about inviting in, and depending upon, the Holy Spirit.  Paul writes in Romans 8 that we’re to live “according to the Spirit,” and not our sinful nature (shallow self).  How do you relate to the Spirit like this?  First: ask the Holy Spirit to fill you; get someone who’s been filled with the Holy Spirit to pray with you for that same experience. Secondly: Read the Scriptures, asking the Spirit to speak to you through them, and journal your impressions.  Third: learn to listen to your conscience –it’s the Spirit speaking. 
How can you connect closer to Christ? Increase your awareness and understanding of him by reading the Gospels, listening to them on CD, or watching the Gospels on video.  Read “The Jesus I Never Knew” Philip Yancey.  Increase your intimate experience with Jesus: talk to him in prayer and listen for His “voice” through journaling your prayerful impressions. 
Peter’s 3rd key to connecting to Christ segues into my next application point.  “he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them..”  
Step 2 to overcome the evil around you: Take in enough truth to transform you  The book Unchristian (Dave Kinnaman, Barna Research Group) notes that one of “outsiders’” criticisms of Christians & the church is that we are more like our culture than our leader.  We claim to be Christ followers without becoming Christ-like and that is what they find hypocritical and uninviting. God’s purpose is to make you like Jesus (in your perspective, character, values, priorities, and conduct) –that’s called “discipleship.”  Turn to John 17 and read through Jesus’ prayer for his first followers, and note the section where he prays for their protection against Christ-less culture: “I have given them your word and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world.”  Note that we will end up in conflict with “the world” if we really act upon the teachings of Jesus.  He says that wer are not “of”  the world 

--originating from or belonging to it, because we derive our life and leadership from Jesus Christ.  

Jesus then states: “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one.  Here he acknowledges what we’ll explore next week: there are spiritual enemies of God the force behind Christ-less culture.  He then comments on his own followers: “They are not of the world, even as I am not of it.” And makes this request: “Sanctify them by the truth. Circle that word: sanctify.  In the Greek it is “hagioson” which means: to set apart/reserve for God’s use, purify, make holy.”  How are we made holy? “By the truth.  Your word is truth.” Here’s the point: God’s truth transforms if it’s taken in at a therapeutic dosage, or life-changing level!   We are sent into our Christ-less culture to be Jesus to it: “As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.”  (John 17:13-18, NIV)  
Prior to his prayer, Jesus told his followers that they (and we) exist to connect people to Christ in a life-changing way.  Physical separation from our culture is not an option: Like salt, we can make no impact without close contact. God’s agenda is to use you and I to transform the culture we live in.  Therefore Paul gives us this challenge: “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 & perfect will.”  (Romans 12:2, NIV)  God wants you to be transformed by Jesus, conformed to our culture; to overcome rather than succumb to it’s ungodly and immoral influence. HOW?  Develop a daily strategy to get to know Jesus more through a strategic, personal encounter with God’s Word/bible.  A recent study called “Reveal” done by Willow Creek Community Church discovered that a persistent personal encounter with the bible is the #1 factor in your spiritual development. The  #2 factor is experiencing Christian community; and the #3 factor: serving others.  
 Here are some specific tips on developing a strategy to incorporate those:  Take the Sunday message outline & study the scriptures referred to in it during the week.  Read before and after the texts so that you can see the context their written in.   Journal your impressions and how your are being challenged to change as a result; and pray about these changes, inviting God. Get into a Growth Group and share your insights and personal challenges with group members; get accountable for your application, and support in your efforts from them. 
Get a bible reading schedule from the internet or go through a “Bible in a Year,” get into a Growth Group where you can study weekly or bi-weekly with others; pick up a daily devotional book like “Our Daily Bread” or the “Real Man” devotionals we have on site.  The point is this: develop a strategy!  Our culture has a strategy to draw  you closer, and keep you appraised; counteract it by a self-directed program of Scripture study. 
We’ll be providing more opportunities to for you to encounter the Scriptures with us atDiscover: Sunday Bible study @ 9:15 in coffee bar area; Wednesday Seminars like Freedom In Christ (packed with SS) and through Growth Group Study Guides.  

Step 3 to overcome the evil around you is to: Learn to love our culture like God, not as “god”  The Definition of an idol is “Anything that has been elevated to godlike status in your life. Any problem, person, or pleasure occupying your waking or sleeping moments which distracts you from your faith, influences your passions, or pulls you away from your Christian community.” (from David Allen, MD, Psychiatrist, Shattering the Gods Within) Dr. Allen summarizes our American idols as follows: 
· Bondage to success –blinding us to the beruty around us/of life.

· Worship of the tangible: materialism  (stones into bread)  Evidence in your life: buy things you don’t really need, with money you don’t really have –gripped by greed! 
· gods of Power & Control 
·  “Career” –allowing our careers to choke our calling/vocation to show God’s love & share God’s truth with his world. 

· The Quest for “feeling good” (sacredness of the affect)  including “getting high on religion”  (p. 86-87)  He states: “Feeling good has become a predominant value in our culture.. our society communicates a subtle, but persistent pressure to lives with a sense of euphoria, and to do so at any cost.  Our primary concern is not duty or commitment, but “What do I feel like doing?” or “What makes me happy.”  

Dr. Allen also lists the typical manifestations of idolizing our affects or emotions: 

· Seeking high experiences 
· Shopping, eating, risking to feel good
· In love with “falling in love” and our trashing of committed relationships (marriages & family) in pursuit of it.
· Getting High on religion, which we demonstrate by “jumping from fellowship to fellowship, from one service to another, looking for some kind of zap..”  religion becomes about feeling good rather than about true spirituality or understanding.” We are church shoppers & church-hoppers because we are idolaters, hooked on whatever makes us happy, instead of enduring hardships that make us holy.
· Worshipping the god of fear & insecurity (occupational, financial, etc…)
We’re not to We’re to idolize our Christ-less culture, but to love our culture like God loves people without Jesus.  His life is a “how to” book, but he summarized it so well to an spiritual explorer called Nicodemus in John chapter 3:16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son.  This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.   Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed.   But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God."  John 3:16-21 (NIV)

HOW? Showing Jesus’ love and sharing His truth in ways that are appealing, understandable, and relevant to those in your arena of influence in order to connect people to Christ in a life-changing way is the best way to love your culture!  And we give Jesus to our culture by giving ourselves, as his ambassadors, to it.  That’s what the bible says we are in 2 Corinthians chapter 5: “ambassadors of reconciliation.”  What does an Ambassador do?  Represents his/her own culture to another culture. In doing so, he has to learn the language & customs of that other culture in order to accurately represent his culture and communicate and advocate for his own culture’s agenda to that other culture.  That’s why we, as Christ-followers, cannot allow American culture to squeeze us into its moral mold, but be transformed to become fully like Jesus in our character and conduct.   Become like God’s son, rather than our culture, you we can reflect God’s character, show God’s love, share God’s truth! 

HOMEWORK: 

A. Personally reflect on, and journal about these questions:
Q1. Read 1 John 2:15-17.  Determine if you have an idolatrous love for our culture. Using Dr. Allen’s definition of an idol, determine what the idols are in your life and the ways you idolize Christ-less culture? 

Q2. Ask: “In what ways have I embraced the sins of pride, envy, gluttony, lust, anger, greed, sloth?”  Ask for feedback from those closest to you about this as well –as you may be blinded to them in your life. 

Q3. Read 1 John 2:3-6 and 5:1-5, then ask yourself to what degree these definitions of a genuine Christ-follower and overcomer are true for you.  Where are they not? 
B. Talk to God (prayer) about your findings and ask him to forgive you and change you.  Declare your commitment to change and ask for direction on how.  

C. Develop a simple, achievable strategy to connect closer to Christ in daily Bible Study & prayer. 

D. Evaluate your progress with someone you’ve chosen to be accountable to, or your Growth Group on a regular basis: weekly or bi-weekly until your lifestyle changes “stick.”
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