Growing – conformed, transformed, & maturing

As we human beings view life, we tend to want everything to make sense from a human viewpoint, and to see the reward for our efforts, and justice achieved within our lifetimes.  Anything short of those things tends to drive cynicism, anger toward God, frustration, bitterness, and similar negative sentiments.  Even as Christians read their Bibles, attend church gatherings and services, and even as they select the church or churches where they will be ‘Christian consumers’, there often remains an earthly and time-limited perspective:

· How does this service make me feel - right now?
· Do I enjoy and prefer this brand of Christian experience and entertainment?
· Are they telling me clearly what to do, that is, telling me exactly what steps to take?

· Does this church give me enough ‘juice’ to make it to the next service?

· Do I feel blessed by the experience this pastor, book, music, is offering me?

· Is this church telling me how to feel confident, be prosperous, achieve success, etc.?

Some Christians will see what the various churches and Christian institutions have to offer as sort of a spiritual buffet, in which one can sample the flavors, take in the aromas, and eat at one’s will and whim.  And the Christian ‘dessert bar’ – well, it’s just to die for!

But in the same way that life in the food buffet can add to both waist and waste, life in the spiritual buffet that many Christians are pursuing, and to which many churches are catering, contributes to something other than true spiritual growth.  A recent trend for many Christian institutions is to ‘move beyond the buffet’ by embracing:

· Postmodernism – how can we even know what is absolutely true? 
· A sort of Christian Buddhism: Spiritual formation, contemplative spirituality,                        the extinguishing of the will and one’s desire, and emptying the mind

· A dichotomous and a ‘no clear answers Christian Zen’ 
These and other Christian flavors have more recently emerged as some of the ‘deeper offerings’ within Christendom.

But God…

In Ephesians 2:1-3 the apostle Paul describes the spiritual position and condition of the believer before he believed – the same place where all unbelievers stand and live now.  His assessment, were it to end there, would be pretty dismal and desperate.  Paul turns a grand momentous corner, however, when he writes in Ephesians 2:4, “But God…”.  What changes the outlook for human beings is not motivational speakers, or monumental human efforts or a paradigm change - however much such things might sparkle in human eyes.  What changes the human outlook is what God does out of His wealth of mercy and grace, and His great love:  He graciously causes all of us who believe to share Christ’s history.  The total teaching of the New Testament epistles is that we share in Christ’s history in these fives events and locations:

Death > Burial > Resurrection > Ascension > Seating

So, on the one hand God has done things to change who we are permanently, and once having done those things, we are never to change again – in those things that He has once-for-all accomplished.  But on the other hand, there is a part of us – the Continuing Person
 – for whom God has designed specific processes to change us.  God has revealed to us who believe some specifics about that aspect of us that He intends to change – the Continuing Person:
· Conformed by God’s sovereignty over circumstances

· Transformed as we behold the Living Word in the written word

· Growing toward spiritual maturity, a term which embraces both being conformed and being transformed.
In each of these things the direction of being conformed, transformed and growth toward maturity is Christ.  And the ultimate achievement in these things will not come while we are here on planet earth.  When will we be like Him – completely conformed, transformed, and mature?

1 John 3:1-2

See how great a love the Father has bestowed on us, that we would be called children             of God; and such we are. For this reason the world does not know us, because it did not know Him. 2 Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is.

Our citizenship (Philippians 3:20) and listing in the Lamb’s book of life (Philippians 4:3; Revelation 3:5; 21:27), our blessings (Ephesians 1:3), the end of our new history in Christ (Ephesians 2:6), and the place where our blessed hope comes from (Titus 3:13) are all there in the heavenlies in Christ.  That is where all of these things are now, and that is where all of these things will be – there with Him.  Our being conformed, our being transformed, and our growing in maturity in Christ are all focused upon Christ, there in the heavenlies.  That is where, and toward Whom, the changes to our Continuing Person1 are headed.  It is God’s intent that these processes continue until the day when we are called home to meet our Savior face to face – the day when we will be like Him in every respect except His deity (1 John 3:1-2, above). On that day, what has been process here will be brought to instantaneous completion there. But, we will have a new body there – like His.  Everything that happened here will have been preparation for there – there where He is, there where we are seated with Him, and there where we are to set our minds, even now (Colossians 3:1-4).

So if our short time here on earth is really all about getting us ready for the eternal time with Christ, then that changes everything.  If the pains here are really all about preparing us for eternity, but those pains won’t be experienced or even remembered once we’ve passed through heaven’s gates, then that changes everything.  We will see pain and frustration and disappointment all in new light:

Romans 8:16-18

The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children [and this is assumed to be true], heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him so that we may also be glorified with Him.  18 For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us.        
So when we go through things that might frustrate us or puzzle us or cause some degree and duration of pain, rather than trying to make sense of all these things in the scope of our lifetime, on the basis of God’s word we are best off to see all of these things as getting us ready, during this short period of time, for the eternal time, a time not like the present.  And just like Paul’s comparison in Romans 8:18, all these things that seem difficult now are a phenomenal bargain when traded for what’s coming, when we pass through heaven’s gates.

And when we consider our time in prayer, and our study of the Bible or our attendance at church or our fellowship with other believers in light of these things, we see that these are really all about our relationship and fellowship with the Lord, and the process of preparation that God has in progress in our lives, rather than:

· Earning any points with the Lord
· Satisfying a superficial checklist 
· Trying our best to be better than average
· Trying to make it apparent to other people that we are better than average.  
We are being made like Him in our Continuing Person (or, inner man), as we, by His grace, already are in our new history in Christ, our New Man, who is all of who we are in Christ, and in our New Nature.  So go ahead and let the word of Christ dwell [make its home] in you richly (Colossians 3:16).  Go ahead and let Christ do all of the living here (Galatians 2:20) –   it’s not your job anyway.  And go right ahead and set your mind on things above (Colossians 3:1-4).  But don’t worry that you might not appear to be of any earthly good – the only way to be of any real earthly good is to set your mind on things above.   As long as Christ does the living here in you and through you the ‘earthly good’ part is His to accomplish anyway (Galatians 2:20).   

� Also known as the ‘inner man’ of the believer (Romans 7:22; 2 Corinthians 4:16; Ephesians 3:16).  In some contexts the term ‘heart’ is a synonym.  See lesson 23 Knowing & growing, June 18, 2017, Supplement: The Inner Man - The Continuing Person in the Believer. 
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