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“Dressed by the Spirit” 

Introduction: As I cast my thoughts ahead to this afternoon’s event, I’m thinking that most who 
will attend have spent, or will spend, more time than usual pondering and planning what they will 
wear. From the bridal party’s perspective, and my insider vantage point, I’ve come to appreciate 
the challenge of picking out just the right color and style dress for the bridesmaids, and of making 
sure the groomsmen’s suits all match, and their shirts are clean and pressed. I’ve come to learn 
how hard it is for the mothers to find just the right shoes to go with their dresses, and for the dads 
to carefully select the proper tie and consider giving their shoes a quick shine. 

And then there’s the bride and what she will wear. Once I got over the sticker shock of that piece 
of clothing, I learned that there were alterations that needed to be made, and that they were not 
the $10 to lengthen the sleeve kind of alteration! But not to worry, Rama assured me. She had 
found a seamstress who had never met a wedding dress she couldn’t alter. And, by the way, 
commented this seamstress, she’d never met a dress as well made as ours. Well that’s just 
wonderful, I thought, because I’m sure Thais will be wearing that dress at least once a week for 
the next ten years!! 

The truth of the matter is that most of us will not get dressed very often like we’ll get dressed 
later today. In contrast, the apostle Paul has brought out a wardrobe for our inspection that God 
calls us to wear daily. According to our apostolic fashion consultant, we’re to take off sexual 
immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires, greed, anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language, 
and put on compassion, kindness humility, gentleness, patience, forbearance, forgiveness, and 
love. This new outfit, I think we’d all agree, is pretty attractive! As we’ve been looking at this 
passage over the past few weeks, we’ve noted that this list of virtues, or character traits, are a part 
of how God is renewing us in his image, making us more like Jesus so that we can rule and reign 
rightly over all that he has entrusted to us, for our sakes, for the sake of others, and ultimately for 
the glory of God..   

As we finish with these verses this morning, the primary question I’d like to explore with you 
today is this: Given the attractiveness of this outfit, how do we get dressed in this way more of the 
time, especially when we look in the mirror and see that we’re again wearing that old sweatshirt 
of selfishness and slander, or those jeans of jealousy and greed, or those rags of anger and rage?  
The answer, is that we have a personal, spiritual trainer, called the Holy Spirit, who we met last 
week on Pentecost. One of his responsibilities is our character formation.  

I. Training and Walking     
 A. So, where do I come up with this understanding of the Spirit as our personal trainer? 
From two words primarily, words that Paul uses in other places but similar contexts: training and 
walking. First, consider the instruction that Paul gives to a church leader named Timothy: “Train 
yourself to be godly. For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, 
holding promise for both the present life and the life to come” (1 Tim. 4:7b-8). Simply stated, 
putting off one wardrobe and putting on another, wearing more and more of the character traits of 
godliness, takes training. It takes intentionality.  

We know this well in other areas of our life. To play the piano well, you train by playing scales…
lots of them! To play golf well, you go to the driving range and hit balls…lots of them! To get a 
promotion at work or a new job you often need take classes to learn new skills, sometimes for 
months or even years. We don’t just get up one day and play Beethoven, or enter a golf 
tournament, or apply for a new job, without first preparing ourselves to do so. Nor do we, as Paul 
writes to his various congregations, wake up and automatically decide to be compassionate or 
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kind or humble or gentle or patient or forbearing or forgiving or loving. It takes training! 
Specifically what kind we’ll get to in a moment. 

 B. The second word that Paul uses in this regard is the word walking. In his letter to the 
Galatians, after he has given them a similar list of Christ-like character traits which he calls the 
fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness gentleness, faithfulness, and self-
control, he writes: “If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step [walk, be guided by] with the 
Spirit” (Gal. 5:25). Given how Jesus called the Holy Spirit the Advocate, or Helper, meaning “one 
who comes alongside,” what we see here is that this training regimen in godliness is not 
something God ever intended us to do alone. We have a personal trainer walking alongside us.  

C. An important aspect of this picture is that the Spirit, or Helper, or Advocate, is 
personal.  The Spirit is not an “it,” or a force, or even a power. As the third person of the Trinity, 
if the Father and Son are personal, so is the Spirit. Jesus always refers to the Spirit using a 
personal pronoun, or by describing his ministry in terms of something a person does, like guides, 
or convicts, or comforts, or warns. The distinction is important because a power is something we 
try to use, while a person is someone we seek a relationship with. A power is something we 
somehow want more of. A relationship is something that calls for more of us.  

Illustration:  The book of Acts, which has a lot to say about the ministry of the Spirit, gives us a 
helpful illustration of the difference. On the one hand, there was a fellow named Simon the 
Sorcerer who lived in the city of Samaria. He saw the powerful ministry that the apostles of Jesus 
were having and offered them money, thinking that the Holy Spirit was a power he could 
purchase (8:9-24). On the other hand, as the early church in Antioch was worshipping and fasting 
and praying, they experienced the Holy Spirit walking alongside them, guiding them in choosing 
the very first Christian missionaries, Barnabas and Saul (13:1-3). God, by his Spirit, guides and 
directs and forms and shapes us as we make ourselves available to him. 

D. It’s the sentiment expressed by another of Paul’s words when it comes to the Spirit: 
“Do not get drunk with wine…but be filled with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18). It’s not that we somehow 
need more of the Spirit. Rather, the contrast here between wine and the Spirit has to do with what 
and who is in control. When we put our trust in Jesus, we are given as a gift all of the Spirit we’re 
ever going to get. The question is, how much does the Spirit get of us? How much of ourselves 
have we made available to this personal spiritual trainer who comes alongside us so that he can 
form the character of Christ within us?       

II. Availability to the Spirit through Spiritual Disciplines 
 A. So, taking the church in Antioch as a clue, we make ourselves available to the 
character forming ministry of the Holy Spirit through the spiritual disciplines. A discipline is a 
habit or practice that we engage in which helps us to do what we cannot do by direct effort, like 
practicing scales helps us to play Beethoven or going to the range helps us do well in a golf 
tournament. What makes them spiritual is that they enable the life of Christ to begin to flow more 
and more through us.  

 B. Importantly, the disciplines are not ways by which we can earn God’s love. We already 
have it, before we’ve put on a stitch of our new clothes (cf. 3:12a). As we have seen, Paul 
reminds his readers in a variety of ways that they are holy and dearly loved by God, even when 
they still have their old clothes on. The disciplines are not ways to earn God’s love but to learn to 
live and grow in it and from it. Nor are the disciplines ends in themselves. We don’t practice 
silence and solitude to learn how to be quiet, but to rid ourselves of all the noise and distraction 
around us that prevents us from hearing God, or from recognizing our own stuff. We don’t 
practice service in order to think highly of ourselves but in order to learn that it’s not about me, 
and that we really have a lot more to be thankful for than we think. We don’t practice prayer and 
fasting inn order to gut it out for 24 hours without food but to come to learn that God will meet 

!  2



our needs even when we’re not getting what we want. We don’t practice worship and study in 
order to learn more facts but to have the orientation of our heart and mind redirected toward God 
and his kingdom.  

All of these practices are ways that enable us to open our spirit to the Holy Spirit so that he can 
form us into the kind of person through whom compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, 
patience, forbearance, forgiveness, and love flow. So, when I get stuck in traffic on my way to a 
hospital visit in Boston, I don’t become patient by simply trying to turn it on at that moment. I’m 
able to be patient if I’ve become the kind of person who’s learned to trust that God is in control. 

 C. Just looking at Colossians 3 for a moment, we can see several disciplines surface just 
in Paul’s general conversation: study, meditation, self-awareness, thanksgiving, worship, 
accountability, to name a few. He will also go on to suggest that  our family and work life can be 
places, and contain relationships—husband and wife, parent and child, employer and employee—
in and though which the Spirit can and will shape us and form us, if we are willing to pay 
attention. Perhaps the best place to start as you ponder your own training routine is to look 
through a book in our church library, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, by Adele Calhoun. She has 
over 60 disciplines listed, with a couple of pages on each to help us think about how to begin to 
practice them. Scan the list, see which grab hold of you, make a copy of the pages, and try oune 
out for a couple of weeks to see what happens. 

 D. Through it all, especially when you look in the mirror and still don’t like what you 
might see, know that the formation of our character is a life-long process. In her book, Sacred 
Dwelling: A Spirituality of Family Life, author Wendy Wright likens the process of our spiritual  
formation, to a pregnancy. Pregnancy is the process of waiting. While we wait, we care more 
intentionally for our body, we go through pain and discomfort, we ask who we are now that there 
is a new life that has been planted with us. It’s a process that one day will end when this new life 
is complete. 

Paul puts it this way: “When Christ who is your life appears, then you will appear with him in 
glory.” By this he means that when God finally finishes transforming the whole cosmos, when all 
that is invisible becomes visible, when God’s new creation is complete, then we will appear as 
gloriously transformed human beings. In the meantime, character formation is important, and has 
been important, long before it entered the discussion in our presidential politics! So let us make 
ourselves available to the Spirit’s work, that he might form our character into that which is more 
and more like Jesus, so that we will be able to participate more effectively in what God is doing 
in our world.
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