Being transformed – what is the believer’s part?   

In our central passage about being transformed, most of what is involved in our being transformed is God’s accomplishment.  But there is one small but most essential part of that transforming process that is what we, the believers, do, so as to be transformed.     

2 Corinthians 3:17-18 (NASU; Scripture quotes from the NASU, unless stated otherwise)

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty. 18 But             we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.
Let’s take a look at each part of the bolded line above, in sequence.

We all, with unveiled face
The word pair ‘we all’ occurs in 1 Corinthians 8:1; 10:17; 2 Corinthians 3:18; Ephesians 4:13 and James 3:2.  In each case the ‘we all’ refers to believers.  One way we know this is true is that the next phrase, “with unveiled face” refers to those who have turned to the Lord, as opposed to those who are under the Law of Moses:

2 Corinthians 3:12-16

Therefore having such a hope, we use great boldness in our speech, 13 and are not like Moses, who used to put a veil over his face so that the sons of Israel would not look intently at the end of what was fading away. 14 But their minds were hardened; for until this very day at the reading of the old covenant the same veil remains unlifted, because it is removed in Christ. 15 But to this day whenever Moses is read, a veil lies over their heart; 16 but whenever a person turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.  

Those who still have the veil of the Law (‘the sons of Israel’, ‘their minds’, ‘their heart’) are the ones who are not in Christ, and who have not turned to the Lord.  Turning to the Lord and being in Christ removes and takes away the veil.  So those who have turned to the Lord and are in Christ are the “we all, with unveiled face”.
It would seem, then, that those who appeal to the Law of Moses as applicable to believers are insisting on the veil, and denying that they are in Christ and have turned to the Lord.  While we could certainly draw other conclusions, one conclusion we could draw is that the person who has believed in Christ for salvation, though saved, remains veiled in mind and heart by subjecting themselves to the Law of Moses and is cutting off the opportunity to be transformed and is therefore also quenching the Holy Spirit in His ministries involved in transforming the believer (2 Corinthians 3:18; 1 Thessalonians 5:19).  This is one reason why the apostle Paul would write so strongly to the believers in Corinth and                  in Galatia and in Philippi about the Law of Moses, as well as other places where  churches were founded.  He said again and again that we are not under the Law of Moses, that we have died to the Law, that we are not under a tutor, that seeking to live under the Law of Moses is a curse, that the Law is a ministry of death and condemnation, and that the Law veils the heart and mind, etc.  We are under the reigning principle of grace. 
Beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord
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In 2 Corinthians 3:18, the four words, “…beholding as in a mirror…” are translated from just one Greek word.  This Greek word is the word for looking into a polished first surface mirror, and Corinthian mirrors were famous.  That likely explains why both Paul’s letters to the Corinthians (see also 1 Corinthians 13:12) contained a reference to a mirror, but not even one other letter by him did.  See also the picture to the left, which is of a mirror that was found in Corinth.  Numerous other examples of first surface mirrors from Corinth could be provided.  

Jesus’ half-brother James wrote: 

James 1:22-24  

But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural face in a mirror; 24 for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately forgotten what kind of person he was.
In the three passages in the New Testament that refer to a mirror, the mirror represents God’s written word, as is especially evident here in the book of James.  So what, or who, are we beholding in this mirror which is the word of God?  The glory is of the Lord.  Now we should review a few critical points about glory:

· The glory of the Lord is the radiant essence of who God is, and Christ the Lord is deity, and one person of the Trinity: Father Son and Holy Spirit.

· All glory is derived from God, even if the glory that we see is impressive from a human perspective.

· The glory that 2 Corinthians 3:18 speaks of is not a commodity, something that can be ordered by the pound or by volume or by wattage or gausses or ergs any similar physical unit of measurement.  It is personal to the Lord.  There is no other source or alternative supply.  Any other glory is glory that God has shared.  

· In the same way that glory is not a commodity, beholding the glory of the Lord is not an impersonal process, or one that can be done entirely by a ‘cookbook’ approach or just by procedural methods.  We who have turned to the Lord and believed in Him have by God’s doing an eternally permanent relationship with Christ the Lord that is personal.  Now progressing from permanent relationship (our position) to ongoing fellowship with Christ (our condition) is by the written word of God.  So our relationship to the word of God is intended to be personal.  It is not that we behold or worship the Book, but the Lord Jesus Christ who is revealed in the Book.
Beholding the Lord through His word

The Holy Spirit has brought us the written word of God.  The Holy Spirit has brought us, in our hearts, to the written word of God.  The Holy Spirit glorifies Christ in the written word of God, and in the Spirit’s multiple ministries to us in our hearts.  As we behold the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ, who is the living Word of God, through the written word of God, the Holy Spirit does the work of transforming us into the image of Jesus Christ.  In parallel with our being transformed, God also works all things together in the physical realm and in the spiritual realm, to the end that we are conformed to the image of Christ.

What is noteworthy is that while we have a part in this process of being transformed, there is no urging or commanding (by an imperative) that we behold the Lord through the written word of God.  So does this mean that God does this for us or through us so that we are the passive recipient, or that the beholding happens automatically?  No.  The word for beholding is not written in the passive voice, and there are plenty of other passages that indicate that our beholding the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ through His written word is an active process that we are to carry out as an act of will.  Let’s take a look at some of these other passages, but as we do so you must be warned that our doing so will raise other questions, some of which we’ll have to answer later on (.  These passages focus upon our approach to the word of God or on looking upon Christ.  
Most often, when Paul was writing, he would indicate the need for an act of will on the part of the believer with either an urging or a verb, meaning “you all must…”.  But once in awhile Paul would write that urging or imperative by writing it as an act in progress, as he does in 2 Corinthians 3:18).   

2 Corinthians 3:17-18

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty. 18 But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.

And then there are those passages where he and the other authors of Scripture simply use an imperative and/or make the action in the active voice, such as:

Philippians 4:8-9

Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, dwell (actually the exact same word and form as is translated ‘reckon’ or ‘consider’ in Romans 6:1; an active imperative, implying an act of the will) on these things. 9 The things you have learned (active) and received (active) and heard (active) and seen (active) in me, practice (an active imperative, implying an act of the will) these things, and the God of peace will be with you. 
2 Timothy 2:15

Be diligent (an active imperative, implying an act of the will) to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth.

Hebrews 12:1-3

Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside (active) every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run (active) with endurance the race that is set before us, 2 fixing (active) our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 For consider (a middle imperative, implying an act of the will) Him who has endured such hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.
Now Peter, in contrast to Paul, was more inclined to write the action he was calling for as an act in progress, but once in awhile he would write that action as an imperative, as he did in these verses:

1 Peter 2:1-3

Therefore, putting aside all malice and all deceit and hypocrisy and envy and all slander, 2 like newborn babies, long for (an active imperative, implying an act of the will) the pure milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in respect to salvation, 3 if you have tasted the kindness of the Lord.

2 Peter 3:17-18

You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, be on your guard (an imperative, implying an act of the will) so that you are not carried away by the error of unprincipled men and fall from your own steadfastness, 18 but grow (an imperative, implying an act of the will) in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To Him be the glory, both now and to the day of eternity. Amen.
It is this approach to the written word of God and to the Lord Jesus Christ that Scripture calls us to, so that we might behold the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ, and thereby be transformed.
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