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Theme:  God can change you by changing your heart. 
    Text:  Romans 14:17 
 
Here’s a thought:  Michael Eaton explained, "Walk by the Spirit deliberately, 
and you will fulfill the law accidentally." 
 

 
 
While on vacation in California our family stumbled onto a beautiful island city 
across the harbor from San Diego.  Along the west coast of the island of 
Coronado is an historic and exclusive establishment, the Hotel del Coronado.  
This hotel has hosted a number of dignitaries, movie stars and national 
leaders.  We walked around the outside and parts of the corridors where shops 
and pictures of famous visitors line the halls.  The men’s washroom is the 
classiest public washroom I have ever seen, with marble sinks, brass faucets 
and the toilet paper folded at the corners by a recent attendant (like you get 
when a motel maid cleans your room). 
 
There was a sign posted outside the main lobby, “Registered Guests Only.”  
There Brenda, Allison, Braden and I stood in our shorts and sandals while men 
and women streamed in wearing tuxedoes and evening gowns.  Obviously, we 
did not belong there. 
 
I suspect that a lot of people feel that way about God and the church.  They 
realize their own shortcomings and imperfection and how holy and spotless 
God is.  They see us come and go from our church buildings wearing nice 
clothes and all scrubbed up.  They see us living good, clean lives and they feel 
they could never measure up.  I was talking with a fellow who explained that he 
could not come to church because he had too many bad habits. 
 
Somehow, we have the idea that we must get all cleaned up before we come to 
God.  The Apostle Paul addresses such a notion in Romans 14:17: 



For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of 
righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 

 
We learn here that: 
People Focus on Rules 
God Focuses on Relationship 
 
People Focus on Rules 
 

 
 
2,000 years ago, there were religious people avoiding certain foods and 
observing certain days in an effort to gain spiritual virtue before God.  They 
sincerely believed that such laws would free them from sin.  Instead, they 
became like a ball and chain around their ankles, preventing them from 
enjoying closeness with God and others. 
 
Hebrews 10:1-8 elaborates: 

{1} The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming - not the 
realities themselves.  For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices 
repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near to 
worship. {2} If it could, would they not have stopped being offered?  For 
the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no 
longer have felt guilty for their sins. {3} But those sacrifices are an 
annual reminder of sins, {4} because it is impossible for the blood of bulls 
and goats to take away sins. {5} Therefore, when Christ came into the 
world, he said:  "Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you 
prepared for me; {6} with burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not 
pleased. {7} Then I said, 'Here I am - it is written about me in the scroll - I 
have come to do your will, O God.'" {8} First he said, "Sacrifices and 
offerings, burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not desire, nor were 
you pleased with them" (although the law required them to be made). 

 
We all share this tendency to try to earn God’s approval and attention by doing 
or giving what is good so we can make up for what is bad in our lives.  We try 
to give our money, volunteer our time and come to church to compensate for 
our sins. 
 
I have been asked about tithing (giving 10% of our gross income to the local 
church) and whether or not it was a practice taught in the New Testament for 



Christians.  I believe in tithing but the problem is that it can become a rule 
that we must follow and we miss the heart of giving.  We don’t need more 
“rules” in the church. 
 
Disneyland proclaims itself as “the happiest place on earth”.  As my family and 
I were waiting for the daily parade to start at Disneyland a lady walked by and 
shouted, "Smile, Jessie!"  At first, I wondered who she was talking to, until I 
looked around and spotted a young man who seemed to be a new employee at 
Disneyland.  One thing I will credit Disneyland with is having very helpful and 
friendly staff.  Their standards for cleanliness and hospitality are high! 
 
I felt sorry for Jessie, however, when for the rest of the parade I would 
occasionally glance at him and note that he was wearing a silly grin – 
obviously, a valiant effort to project that Disneyland is indeed “the happiest 
place on earth”. 
 
True happiness does not come from rules.  It cannot be put on by smiling or by 
doing one’s best to please God and people.  True happiness is deeper than that. 
 
Unfortunately, Christians and the church are seen as those who (according to 
Chris Johnson’s letter to the editor in the May 22, 2000 Wetaskiwin Times 
Advertiser): 

…go about their lives trying to censor music and television (i.e. Marilyn 
Manson and the Teletubbies), convince us to send them our hard earned 
money so that they can produce propaganda to “teach” the children in 
Third World countries and believing, whether they admit it or not, that 
they are better than non-Christians. 

 
"Now, children, you must never do anything in private that you wouldn't do in 
public," stated a counselor to his campers. 
 
One of the kids yelled, "Hurray!  No more baths!" 
 
When we focus on outward behaviour as the prerequisite for right relationships 
with God and people we run the risk of falling into legalism and self-
righteousness.  When our focus is on rules we become judgmental of others 
and overlook the sin in our own hearts.  We begin to look down our noses at 
those who do not act or talk the way we do and become smug over our own 
acts of righteousness. 
 
People Focus on Rules 
God Focuses on Relationship 
 



 
 
Hebrews 10:9-25 calls us to go deeper with God: 

{9} Then he [Christ] said, "Here I am, I have come to do your will."  He 
sets aside the first [covenant] to establish the second [covenant]. {10} And 
by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of 
Jesus Christ once for all. {11} Day after day every priest stands and 
performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same 
sacrifices, which can never take away sins. {12} But when this priest had 
offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of 
God. {13} Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his 
footstool, {14} because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those 
who are being made holy. {15} The Holy Spirit also testifies to us about 
this.  First he says: {16} "This is the covenant I will make with them after 
that time, says the Lord.  I will put my laws in their hearts, and I will 
write them on their minds." {17} Then he adds:  "Their sins and lawless 
acts I will remember no more." {18} And where these have been forgiven, 
there is no longer any sacrifice for sin. {19} Therefore, brothers, since we 
have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, {20} 
by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his 
body, {21} and since we have a great priest over the house of God, {22} let 
us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, 
having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and 
having our bodies washed with pure water. {23} Let us hold unswervingly 
to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. {24} And let us 
consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. 
{25} Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of 
doing, but let us encourage one another - and all the more as you see the 
Day approaching. 

 
The King wants us to enjoy closeness with Him and with one another.  As we 
realize that outward observances will not change us and change our 
relationships, we become more understanding and charitable toward one 
another.  It is pretty easy to conclude that you are doing well morally and 
spiritually when you simply focus on how you appear from the outside.  When 
you focus on your heart’s condition, it is a different story.  As you monitor your 
thoughts and attitudes you get a more accurate picture of how you are doing. 
 
A young man asked his date, “What would I have to give you for one little kiss?” 
 



The girl replied, “Chloroform!” 
 
God does not turn us away.  He is inviting you and me to come to Him with 
sincerity and openness, honestly acknowledging our own sins and 
shortcomings.  The moment we stop trying to impress Him with our good deeds 
is the moment we can allow the work of Jesus Christ on the cross to be our 
only hope for a relationship with our Creator. 
 
Yes, our relationship with the Lord should eventually affect our outward 
behaviour, as we allow Him to live and speak through us.  The problem comes 
when we try to bring change by cleaning up outward behaviour before 
addressing the heart. 
 

 
 
There are two ways of getting fruit on a tree.  One way would be to get a roll of 
tape and a bag of apples and start taping them on the branches one by one.  
The other way is to plant, water, prune, fertilize and let God do his part.  Both 
methods put fruit on a tree, but fruit trees are designed to produce fruit not 
just display it.  Similarly, the fruit of the Spirit should grow in the life of a 
Christian and not be just "taped on" for show.  Sometimes we try to display 
godly fruit from our lives rather than allowing God to produce that fruit 
through our intimate relationship with Him.  We allow the distractions and 
pressures of contemporary life to rob us of intimate fellowship with God, and 
the real tragedy is that we don't even miss it.  We get so busy trying to do right 
that we forget the importance of being right - with God and with others. 
 
When you look at others' lives or your own and realize very little fruit is being 
produced, there are three possible explanations: 
1. You're looking at an immature tree and expecting fruit when the tree is still 

in the early stages of its growth.  Simple responses in the right direction can 
be encouraging indications that fruit is coming - in time. 

2. The tree may be unhealthy in some way.  Just as a tree cannot flourish 
without sunlight and water, a life that is not nourished by regular time with 
the Lord will suffer. 



3. Maybe what looked like a fruit-bearing tree from a distance was not really a 
fruit tree.  What appears to be Christian character may spring not from a 
relationship with Christ but from a pleasing personality. 

 
The secret of fruit-bearing is not to focus merely on better behaviour but to get 
serious about deepening our relationship with God.  As you deepen your 
relationship with God your behaviour will change, but before that you 
experience: 
• Righteousness – the purity of Jesus Christ begins to shine through you. 
• Peace – contentedness settles into your mind as you know that your 

relationships with God and people are Christ-like. 
• Joy - happiness about who you are and where you are going that does not 

depend upon circumstances. 
 
Michael Eaton (1942-2017) explained, "Walk by the Spirit deliberately, and you 
will fulfill the law accidentally." 
 
How can you draw close to God? 
• Read – the Bible is a collection of His thoughts and dreams for you. 
• Pray – write and speak your thoughts and feelings to Him. 
• Confess – Be open with Him about your sin and ask for His forgiveness and 

cleansing. 
• Listen – Slow down and quiet yourself to make space in your mind to hear 

Him. 
• Obey – Do what you know He wants you to do. 
• Think – Dwell on the fact that the Holy Spirit lives within you. 
• Worship – Speak and sing your praise and worship privately and publicly. 
 
I was in a worship service where most people were worshiping the Lord and 
enjoying Him.  He was touching us, but there were some who were inattentive, 
whispering to their neighbour and leaving for the washroom.  I was tempted to 
sit these non-participants down and read them the riot act and rebuke them, 
“Let’s get with the program, guys!”  About this time, I felt the Lord correct me 
and say, “Al, I want to make your life inviting, so they will want to come to me 
rather than have to come to me. 
 
I want my life to be inviting so others will be attracted to Jesus in me.  I want 
New Beginnings Church to be a group of people where He is so obviously 
present among us that others will want what we have. 
 
Robert Ingram tells of the time when he and his wife first had the opportunity 
to go skiing.  They were only going to have two-and-a-half days on the slopes 
and hoped to spend the whole time learning how to ski.  When they arrived at 
the mountain resort, they decided to call some friends who lived about 150 
miles from there.  When they told them where they were, the friends asked, 



"Why don't you come and see us?  We're only three hours away."  Robert knew 
that if they did that it would take up a whole day of their skiing time, so he 
rather flippantly replied, "No, you're not a six-hour friend."  A little while later 
their friends called back to say they had hired a babysitter, were packing up 
the car, and would be there to take them to dinner the next evening.  Robert 
was embarrassed when they closed the conversation by saying, "You are six-
hour friends for us."  What he intended to be a joke turned out to be a valuable 
lesson - that friendship has a price.  His friends were willing to sacrifice in 
order to spend time with him.  We must have a similar willingness to sacrifice 
in order to spend time nurturing our relationships with God and people.  Are 
you ready to pay the price? 
 
People Focus on Rules 
God Focuses on Relationship 
 
The kingdom and influence of God begins inside.  God can change you by 
changing your heart. 
 

 
 


