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On Sunday evenings, wedged between perennial favorite “America’s Funniest Home Videos” and the likely-to-be-canceled-soon “Scoundrels,” you will find “Extreme Makeover:  Home Edition.” 


Most people are familiar with the highly rated series.  In it, interior designer Ty Pennington and his crew of home building and decorating experts select a worthy family, send them on vacation and then give their home a makeover.  Sometimes they take what is there and restore it.  On other occasions they raze the house and build a new one.

The payoff comes in watching the faces of the family as they see their new home for the first time.

But what some people may have forgotten is that a year before Ty and company took to the road, the original “Extreme Makeover” premiered.  And it was a very different show.  Rather than fixing homes, it fixed people. Ordinary folk—well, as ordinary as you get on a TV reality show—would volunteer to undergo extreme makeovers.  Experts would not only get them in shape, show them how to dress, redo their hair, straighten their teeth, correct their eyesight but they would provide them with plastic surgery.  The idea was to create a Cinderella-like experience--to beautify someone from head to toe.

“Extreme Makeover” lasted four seasons, but the premise lives on.  Viewers continue to tune in to shows like “The Biggest Loser,” “What Not to Wear” and “How to Look Good Naked.”  We continue to watch as people are transformed.
Maybe one day the appeal of such shows will pass, but I doubt it because most of us can identify with the participants in such shows.  Most of us have something about our appearance that we would, given the chance, change.  For some, the change might be small—losing a few pounds or getting rid of the eyeglasses or smoothing out some wrinkles.  For others, the change might be more significant—a tummy tuck, nose job or hair plugs.  But most of us probably wouldn’t go to extremes, even if we could.  That is because most people see themselves as basically good looking.  In fact, studies have found that almost 80 percent of us believe we are better-than-average looking.  And that means we might want a touch up but not an extreme makeover. 

I suspect the same would be true if we were looking inward rather than on our outward appearance.  Most of us realize we are not perfect.  We possess any number of character flaws or moral imperfections.  Maybe we drink more than we should or our language isn’t what it could be.  Maybe we have been too liberal with our affections, so to speak.  Or maybe we gossip a little too much or hold a grudge way too long.  But it is not like we are selling drugs on street corners or conning little old ladies out of their life savings.  We are basically good people with a moral wart or two. We know they are there, and we wouldn’t mind seeing them removed, but we don’t worry too much about them.  After all, if we were to grade ourselves on morality, wouldn’t we still find ourselves well above average?  
Unfortunately, for the Christian just being above average is not sufficient.  God has prepared us for and called us to a higher standard.  In our baptism, he has begun an eternal makeover.  In our baptism, he has begun to replace our morally flawed selves with nothing less than his divine character.

That is the message that the Apostle Paul has for the Colossians.

You may remember from last week that there were certain teachers in Colossae that were leading the people astray.  They were sophisticated teachers, articulate and persuasive, but at heart they were suggesting that faith in Christ was insufficient, that the Colossians needed other religious ideas and practices to connect with God.

For Paul, that was heresy.  Everything the Colossians needed to know God had done in their baptism. It was there that they had died in Christ.  It was there that they had been raised with Christ.  Paul even goes so far as to say that their lives have now been hidden with Christ in God.  They could not get any closer than that.

But what they could do, Paul says, is become more like the one in whose image they had been created and through whose son they had been saved.  They could, he says, set their minds or begin to seek to live completely for God.

For Paul, that life had two parts.

First, it meant putting off or putting to death everything in their lives that was contrary to God.  Like many writers of the period, Paul offers some examples.  The first is a list of sexual sins.  Put off, he says, sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire and covetousness.  The second identifies sins of speech—anger, wrath, malice, slander, obscene talk and lying.  Both lists reflect the attitudes and behaviors of the Gentile or pagan population of Colossae.  In fact, as Paul notes, they even reflect the past lives of some in the church.  But what they do not reflect is a life devoted to God.
Still Paul is not just concerned with what the Colossians avoided—as if Christians are to be defined by what they don’t do.  The second aspect of their eternal makeover is what the Colossians were to do.

Our reading ends at verse 11, but if we were to read the rest of the chapter, Paul’s concern becomes clear.  The Christian is also defined by what she embraces, that is, by the virtues she displays. That is why Paul writes:  “Put on then, as God's chosen ones…, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience,…forgiving each other…. And above all these put on love.” 
Having heard these virtues hailed all of our Christian life, it is easy to forget that each one is also identified in Paul’s writings as an act or characteristic of God. That meant that the made over Colossian that emerged from baptism was to emulate God.  Every Christian was to reflect the character of the one who created and redeemed them.
Put differently, the Colossians were not to settle for what they believed to be above average moral lives.  They were to replace their morally flawed existences with no less than the divine character.  They were to complete the eternal makeover begun in baptism.

One leftover of revivalism is to think in terms of “conversion”--that religious strand that loves stories of drunks redeemed, hookers saved and reprobates repenting.   But wanton sinners are not the only people who confess Christ and are baptized.  As often as not, those who come to Christ are decent people, at least as good as most, and yet they are no more left the same by baptism as the worst sinner.  The change might not be extreme but it is essential.

Take Jack.  He had spent his life in the church of his parents.  Through the years he passed all the signposts set for Christian maturity.  And there is no doubt his upbringing contributed to the person Jack became—a good family man, a helpful friend, and a hard worker.  There were no particular skeletons in his closet he feared would be revealed.  In fact, the worst that could be said of him was that his quick temper and acerbic tongue were frequently on display, to the detriment of those around him.  Still, everyone would agree, Jack was basically a good guy.
Then a few years ago he left the church of his youth for another congregation.  It was a church that required those who had been sprinkled or baptized as a child to be immersed.  While Jack didn’t really see the point, he did as was required.  
But in the months that followed, as Jack listened to the sermons and shared in Sunday School, he began to understand his baptism was more than a empty ritual or a rite of initiation.  He began to see how it has set him apart for God. It had marked him as one of God’s very own.  And he began to understand that being a child of God meant reflecting his Father.  It meant developing the kind of virtues consistent with his identity as a Christian.  
Hesitantly, awkwardly, Jack set out to become more like Christ.  He began to read the Gospels, looking again at the man who was his Lord.  And he began to see in him the type of person he wanted to be--compassion and humble, patient and forgiving.  And he began to develop those virtues in his daily life.  Now, the change was not immediate, and there were more than a few slip ups on the way.  But Jack set his sights on the eternal and to this day continues to strive toward it, a fact not lost on those who have seen his temper give way to patience and his profanity turn to praise.  

Peter Kreeft, in his book How to Win the Culture War, argues that we live on a battlefield.  All around us, the forces of life and the forces of death are at war.  We see it in the issues that affect people’s daily lives—issues like drugs, terrorism, divorce, homelessness, rape, alcoholism, violence, child abuse, abortion, the destruction of families, teen pregnancies, AIDS and suicide.  


And yet Kreeft says the war will not be won by intellectual debates, political wrangling or even violent conquest.  Instead, it will be won by what he calls the most powerful weapon in the Christian arsenal.  And that weapon is sanctity.  That’s right--sanctity, holiness, piety.  It will be won by people bearing the virtues of God.  

Imagine, he writes, “what ten more Mother Teresas would do for this world? Or ten more John Wesleys?”  Or what might the world might be like with a dozen William Wilberforces, the great abolitionist, or a dozen more Chuck Colsons, who found in his own imprisonment a call to minister to those in jail.  How might the world be different if there were but one or two more Catherine Booths or Bishop Tutus?  These people did not start out to change the world.  They never had plans to become saints.  Instead, they set their sights on holiness, on embodying the virtues of God, and the rest was God at work.   


That is our calling.  It is to refuse to settle for being above average morally and instead commit ourselves to developing the virtues of God.  It is to reject the idea that we can be just basically good people and instead put off our moral imperfections and put on Christ.  It is to rise each day committed to showing God-like compassion and kindness, humility and meekness, patience and forgiveness to our families, our friends, our coworkers, and all we meet along the way.  


I don’t believe such a life would require an extreme makeover for most of us.  After all, we are people who have already been baptized, people who have already begun the process of taking off the old and putting on the new.  What it does require is will, the will to bear each day God’s likeness and let him complete the work he has begun.

