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Your Best Self
I. What is Your Best Self?

What is your “best self”?  
We are always told that — to “put your 

best foot forward,” to “be all you can be,” to 
“show everyone your best self.”  

What is that?  
Is it the you that reaps the most rewards 

or the most accolades, the you that gets you 
noticed, the you that makes you the most 
comfortable or the most secure, the you that 
helps you achieve, or is it the you that gives 
you life?  

Are those all the same things?  
What is it that gives you life?

II. Study to Show Yourself Approved
The epistle that we call 2 Timothy is one 

of the Pastoral Epistles. It, along with 1 Tim-
othy and Titus, seem to have been written to 
establish a pattern of ministry and church 
structure, along with what they perceived as 
a pattern of truth, faith, sound teaching, and 
righteous living. The letter from which this 
week’s Epistle comes is primarily focused on 
establishing the “right” personal character 
of believers. It exhorts its readers to “keep 
on remembering — to keep remembering 
the Gospel, remembering Christ, remember-
ing the tradition from which they come. It 
calls its readers to remember who they are, 
to remember even when life hands us things 
that are difficult, when life gives us suffering 
and despair. It doesn’t say to shake it off or 
forget about it but, rather, to remember who 
you are.

It calls us to enter Christ, even if we have 
times of doubt or difficulty or even unfaith-
fulness. Christ will never deny us because 
Christ cannot deny himself. So the writer 
exhorts his or her readers to do their best 
to present themselves to God and not get 
wrapped up in distractions from the heart of 
the Gospel. Essentially we are told to do our 
best — not anyone else’s best, but OUR best.  
We are called to remember who we are and 
remember who it is we are called to become.

The King James Version translates the 
last verse of our passage in this way: “Study 
to show thyself approved unto God, a work-
man that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly 
dividing the word of truth.”  

That’s always been an important verse 
to me. My grandmother wrote that on the 
card she gave me at my ordination; I have 
her Bible, and that verse is highlighted 
with all kinds of notes stuck between those 
pages.  My grandmother lived by that verse. 
I originally took it as a reminder to study, 
to read the Bible, to search for the truth. I 
wasn’t way off, but I didn’t understand it 
completely.

You see, the directive  to “study” (as in 
“to show yourself approved”) is probably 
sort of mis-translated. In Greek, this verb is 
not restricted to mere study or learning. It 
involves the whole person — heart, soul, 
and mind. By translating it as “study,” it also 
mistakenly implies that the “word of truth” 
are the words of Scripture rather than the 
totality and truth of the Gospel to which the 
Scriptures point.  

Thomas A’Kempis said, “Change your 
ways, give yourself a fresh coat of paint, 
convert yourself. Do all this and you’ll find the 
cross before it finds you.”

That’s it. 
It’s not about seeking God’s approval 

(or anyone else’s for that matter). It is about 
finding that place in which you enter the 
Christ, in which you become that image of 
God in which you were created. It is about 
finding what gives you life. It is about finding 
your best self.  

So what is our calling?  
According to the writer of this passage, it 

is to do our best to be who God calls us to be.



III. The One Who Got It
So, think about the Gospel passage that 

we read. Jesus meets this group of lepers 
somewhere near the region of Samaria that, 
according to law, were required to live out-
side the camp and to warn those who might 
approach them by crying out, “Unclean, 
unclean.” They lived essentially as prisoners 
within their own culture, shunned because 
they did not meet the standards that society 
had imposed.

And on top of that, these people were 
Samaritans, shunned solely based on that by 
Jesus’ own tradition. The Samaritans were 
not, as many portrayals of them represent, 
pagan worshippers. They worshiped the 
same Yahweh of Jewish faith but had a dif-
ferent interpretation of where the temple 
and worship should be conducted. Their 
“Jerusalem” was Mt. Gerazim. So, in other 
words, they, too, were trying to find that way 
of living their life that was their best self, the 
self that brought them closest to their un-
derstanding of God. So, here we have these 
Samaritan lepers, ensnared by both cultural 
misunderstandings and a clash of religions, 
arguing over who was right, fighting over 
who held the truth in their hands.

So, the culture tells us that if a leper re-
covered, a priest has to certify that the per-
son was clean before he or she could return 
to the community. So don’t be so hard on the 
ones that did not return to Jesus. They were 
doing exactly what they should have done, 
what their culture, their laws, and their tra-
ditions expected. In fact, if you go back and 
read it, those nine were doing exactly what 
Jesus told them to do. 

So what about the one?  
What about the one that defied his 

culture, his tradition, that shunned all of the 
expectations that were laid upon him and 
returned to Jesus?  

What about the one that grabbed that 
freedom to be who God called him to be?  

I wish I was that one, that one who can 
grab his best self and return to its source. 
I actually think that this is a bigger story 
than a lesson in gratitude. Sure that’s im-
portant. But I think it’s a much bigger deal 
to respond to God’s calling in the way that 
God envisions you will. Jesus did more than 
heal. Jesus freed these people from their 
enslavement. Jesus threw away the chains 
of culture, the bars of tradition, and, more 
importantly, the garrisons that falsely define 
who we are. 

Jesus gave these ten the freedom to be 
who God called them to be. There were nine 
that recognized that their life was better, 
that they were healed. They would go on to 
live good lives.  

But the one. He did more than return to 
thank Jesus. He turned around and grabbed 
what Jesus offered: the freedom to be his 
best self, to fall with utter abandon into 
Christ’s arms, into the arms of Love. 

There were nine that understood the 
words, that did what was expected, that did 
the right thing. There was one that got what 
it was about, that followed his heart rather 
than the instructions.

IV. The Freedom to Be Your Best Self
A few weeks ago, I had the honor and 

privilege of baptizing a person who came 
and asked to be baptized, asked to join 
our church, asked to be showered with the 
waters of Christ. We talked a lot beforehand 
and this person’s understanding of the wa-
ters of baptism represented freedom — not 
freedom from something but the freedom to 
finally be who they were called to be. 

The person’s tradition had not been 
Methodist, not even Christian. But that tradi-
tion had included an understanding of God 
as our Creator, as our Guide, as our Savior. 

So these waters of baptism represented 
freedom — the freedom to be who he or she 
was, the freedom to finally worship God as 
they saw God. To this person, baptism was 
the freedom, finally, to be his or her best self.  
The journey was painful, but it was what 
was calling this person to do.
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You know, I know what baptism is. After 
all, I grew up in the tradition. I’ve been to 
seminary. I’m an Elder in The United Meth-
odist Church. I know the words of baptism. 

But, I have to tell you, it shook me. It 
shook me to my core. Because even though 
I understood what baptism was, I never un-
derstood it as freedom. I never understood 
because I have had it easy. The culture and 
the tradition have always made me comfort-
able, has always affirmed who I was.  

What I didn’t realize is that I was en-
snared by them. But if I really live out my 
baptism, if I really strive to become who 
God calls me to be, if I aspire to be that very 
image in which God created me, it will be my 
best self. And baptism…baptism gives that 
freedom to become my best self, to defy all 
of these things that enslave me.  

In an article in The Christian Century on 
this passage, Barbara Brown Taylor asks, 
“doesn’t the church resemble a dutiful pro-
cession of cleansed lepers who are ‘doing the 
right thing by the temple’?  Where is the one 
who wheels round to return the wildness of 
love?”

In other words, where is the one that 
looks upon baptism as freedom, that wants 
so badly to be his or her best self that they 
would defy all that they know, all that is 
expected, and perhaps even risk one’s self, to 
be who God calls them to be.

 So, what does this all mean for us?  
It’s simple. Live your life. 
Live this one incredible gift that God 

has given you and only you. It will bring 
you joy and sorrow, grief and delight. Some 
days it will feel like God is right next to you.  
And other days you just have to rely on the 
memory of what that felt like and know that 
God is there anyway, know who and whose 
you are.  

Learn to love and dance. Learn to soak 
up the sun and bask in the rain.  

Just live.  
Most of all, find your best self, the thing 

that God called you to do, the one that God 
called you to be, whatever it is that makes 
you realize that freedom that you have been 
given. Do the thing that gives you life, that 
lets you be your best self. “Get up and go on 
your way; your faith has made you well.” 

In the Name of the One who Created Us 
and gives us the freedom to recreate our-
selves.  Amen.


