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LESSON 1: INTRODUCTION 

Following Jesus is a journey. Our destination is clear: conformity to the image of Christ; to be 
holy. Most Christians realize this and desire it. But we often feel disoriented in the midst of our 
journey. Though we know where we should be going, it can seem like we’ve lost our way. 

A primary reason for this disorientation is simply that becoming more like Jesus – a process 
theologians often call “sanctification” – takes a lifetime, and life gets complicated. As the years 
unfold, it can become unclear how sanctification really works, and how it fits with other 
elements of Christian life and thought. For anyone who takes faith seriously, honest, important 
questions will eventually arise. 

• How do my current struggles with sin affect my standing with God? 
• What practical steps must I take to deal with sin and nurture spiritual growth? 
• What should I expect as I pursue change? 
• How do I measure progress? 
• And how do other aspects of my life – my longings for happiness, my personal disciplines 

and habits, my sufferings and trials, and my relationships with other people – fit into all 
this? 

 

1. DANGERS, TOILS, SNARES 
a. DISTORTIONS OF EMPHASIS 

i. Many Christian traditions emphasize certain aspects of biblical teaching to 
the neglect of others, leaving unsuspecting Christians with distorted ideas or 
false expectations about spirituality. 

1. Some put so much emphasis on having correct doctrine that the heart 
and affections get left behind in an overly intellectual approach to 
discipleship. 

2. Others so heavily emphasize inward piety and the importance of 
spiritual experience that they effectively replace joyful faith in Christ 
with an unhealthy and myopic introspection. 

3. Some neglect the work of the Holy Spirit altogether, leaving 
Christians with the impression that being holy is entirely dependent 
on moral effort and self-discipline. 

4. Still others put so much focus on the Spirit that believers wrongly 
view the Christian life as nothing more than a passive acquiescence to 
the Spirit’s work. 

 

 



b. MISREPRESENTATIONS OF THE GOSPEL 
i. These appear in two basic forms: 

1. On one side of the spectrum are views that distort God’s grace in ways 
that give license to ongoing patterns of sin – what Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer called “cheap grace.” 

2. On the other side of the spectrum are approaches to holiness that 
stress moral effort while neglecting the rich resources of God’s grace 
in the gospel. This holiness rips the heart out of Christianity, leaving 
people with nothing but the dead form of performance-based religion. 

ii. These two thieves of legalism and license have plagued the church 
throughout its history, doing great damage and hindering many in their 
journey. It is directly between these two extremes that we must live, safe in 
the truth of the all-sufficient cross of Christ.  

1. This is how we reliably make progress toward the destination of 
Christlikeness. 

c. PIECING TOGETHER A PUZZLE 
i. The goal of this series is to explain where the process of transformation fits 

and how it happens in the Christian life.  
ii. Many authors (and even churches) do a wonderful job of focusing on one or 

two of the following areas: 
1. The content of the gospel 
2. The application of the gospel 
3. The priority of holiness and the necessity of mortifying sin 
4. The motivating power in Christian spirituality 
5. The nature and means of spiritual transformation 
6. The role of suffering in spiritual growth 
7. The importance of community in our discipleship 

iii. ALL of these pieces need to be brought together to present a single, unified, 
gospel-centered vision of how to understand and live the Christian life, 
otherwise the lives of the saints will continue to lack in one area or another, 
and be overemphasized in others. This does not produce well-rounded 
believers. 

iv. The gospel is not meant to be a road map from one step to another; rather 
the gospel is meant to be a central station that all other lines proceed from. 
So we will build in three sections: 

1. Foundations 
a. God’s ultimate goal in transforming us 
b. The key to transformation – the gospel 
c. The application of the gospel for transformation 

 



2. Patterns 
a. The beauty of gospel holiness 
b. The mortification of sin 
c. Growth in grace by the power of the Holy Spirit 
d. The quest for joy that motivates us 

3. Means 
a. How God uses spiritual disciplines 
b. How God uses suffering 
c. How God uses personal relationships in the body of Christ 

  



LESSON 2: RESTORING GOD’S BROKEN IMAGE – THE GOAL 

Restoration through the gospel is the hope of all Christians. But the practicality of the good 
news for personal transformation here and now sometimes escapes us. Someday, everything that 
is wrong with the world will be made right forever. But is genuine change in my life possible 
now? And if so, how does it happen? 

To best understand and fully experience the transforming power of the gospel, we must begin 
with the end in mind. What is God’s ultimate goal in saving and changing us? To answer this, 
we must grasp why God created us in the first place, what has been lost by human sin, and what 
God through Christ and the Spirit has done and is doing about it. In other words, we need to 
frame our concerns about personal change in the larger story of God’s saving work, the story of 
creation, fall, redemption, and restoration. 

1. CREATION: IMAGES OF HIS GLORY 
a. Why did God create us? For what purpose? The Westminster Shorter Catechism 

answers, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever” (Isa 43:6-7). 
b. In Gen 1, we don’t read that man was created for God’s glory, but in God’s image. 

There is no difference between the two terms. 
i. “In Scripture, image and glory are interrelated ideas. As the image of God, 

man was created to reflect, express, and participate in the glory of God, in 
miniature, creaturely form.” – Sinclair Ferguson 

ii. “God created man good, and after His own image, in true righteousness and 
holiness, that he might rightly know God his Creator, heartily love Him, 
and live with Him in eternal happiness to glorify and praise Him.” – 
Heidelberg Catechism 

c. God created human beings in His image so that they would glorify Him by rightly 
representing Him. In other words, the more we resemble God, the better we honor 
Him (Gen 1:26-27). 

i. Humans were God’s crowning achievement in creation. We alone are made 
in God’s image. 

ii. We were designed and commissioned by God with a special assignment in 
creation: to display God. 

d. What does it mean to be created in the image of God? 
i. To Reflect 

1. To be created in the image of God means we are designed to display 
God’s nature, character, and glory. 

2. Created in God’s image, we are invested with special dignity and 
entrusted with particular duties. Our distinct worth as human beings 
springs from being God’s image-bearers, the unique reflectors of His 
character on earth 



3. The rest of creation declares God’s glory, but we reflect it, making it 
visible and tangible (Ps 19:1-6). 

4. One of the supreme ways we reflect God’s glory is by relating to other 
human beings in God-honoring ways. 

a. “We should not think of the image of God only as a noun but 
also as a verb; we are to image God by the way we live, and the 
heart of the image of God is love for God and for others.” – 
Anthony Hoekema 

ii. To Relate 
1. To be God’s image-bearers means we are created for relationships. 
2. Why does Gen 1:26-27 connect being created in God’s image with 

being created male and female? 
a. Because God Himself is a community – a trinity of persons, 

existing in eternal self-giving love. 
3. God’s glory cannot be adequately displayed by an individual living in 

isolation from others (Gen 2:18). 
4. This involves a threefold relationship between man and God, man 

and his fellowmen, and man and nature. 
iii. To Reign 

1. As God’s image-bearers, we are also to exercise dominion over the 
earth. 

2. God created human beings to serve as His vice-regents, reigning as 
His representatives and stewards over the created world (Gen 2:15). 

2. THE FALL: SHATTERED MIRRORS 
a. We rebelled against God and now live under His judgment and wrath (Gen 3:16-

19; Rom 1:18). The image is now distorted. 
b. This is true for all of us (Rom 3:23). We have failed to glorify God by not loving 

His person, not obeying His laws, and not delighting in His glory (Rom 1:21-23). 
c. The image of God within us has become so marred and distorted that each of us, 

without exception, fails to display His character in fullness. 
d. THE GRAVITY OF SIN 

i. Our souls are so calloused by sin that we do not sense its infinite 
offensiveness to God. 

ii. J. I. Packer defines sin in several ways: 
1. Rebellion against our rightful owner and ruler 
2. Transgression of the boundaries He set 
3. Missing the mark He told us to aim at 
4. Breaking the law He enacted 
5. Defiling ourselves in His sight, so making ourselves unfit for His 

company 



6. Embracing folly by shutting our ears to His wisdom 
7. Incurring guilt before His judgment seat 

iii. The common denominator of all of these aspects of sin is their 
Godwardness. All sin is evil because it is ultimately committed against an 
infinitely holy God (Ps 51:4). When we sin against God, we spurn His 
honor, preferring other things to His glory. 

e. THE CONSEQUENCES OF SIN 
i. The consequences of sin are devastating, damaging each of the three 

relationships for which we were created: humans and God, humans and 
other humans, and humans and nature (Gen 3:1-19). 

ii. Ever since the Fall, humans have lived in conflict with a world under God’s 
curse. 

1. Sin alienates us from God, leaving us spiritually dead, enslaved to our 
passions, and subject to God’s just wrath (Eph 2:1-3; 4:18-19). 

2. Sin also brings conflict into human relationships. 
3. Sin is also what put us in conflict with the created order. Originally a 

welcoming environment, the earth is now hostile to human life in 
significant ways. 

f. GLORIOUS RUINS 
i. Do human beings still bear God’s image, given the extent of sin’s 

devastation? Yes…sort of. 
1. A trace of His image is still present, but not enough for people to 

rightly perceive His glory and give Him the honor He deserves. 
2. We humans are amazing in our ability to imitate the Creator in 

countless ways. But as magnificent as these accomplishments are, they 
fall far short of God’s intention, when done without regard for His 
honor and glory. 

3. REDEMPTION: THE GRACIOUS RESCUE 
a. Not willing to abandon His creation to evil, God has purposed to redeem and 

restore the world by setting a new people apart for Himself. 
b. Although hints of this plan are given even before the expulsion of Adam and Eve 

from the Garden (Gen 3:15), God’s redemptive mission truly began to take shape 
when He called Abraham (Gen 12:1-3; Gen 17:7-8). 

c. God later rescued the descendants of Israel from slavery in Egypt and consecrated 
them as a special nation over which He Himself would reign as sovereign king (Ex 
19:3-6; Num 23:21; Deut 33:2-5). 

d. Once Canaan was settled, God promised David a son who would be forever 
enthroned over his people (2 Sam 7). 



e. Israel, however, failed to reflect the glory of the Lord, as they should. Israel’s 
history is marked by repeated cycles of rebellion against God, exile from God, and 
deliverance by God. 

f. But God promised that He would not utterly forsake His people. He would 
preserve a remnant of people, to whom He would faithfully fulfill His promises 
(Isa 6:9-13; 10:20-22; Isa 52:13-53:12). 

g. This rescue plan comes to fruition in Jesus, the son of David, the son of Abraham 
(Mt 1:1).  

i. Born in fulfillment of God’s promises (Mt 1:18-25). 
ii. Ultimate descendant of Abraham, heir to David’s throne, and the remnant 

of Israel (Gal 3:16; Rom 1:3). 
iii. Suffering Servant who, through death and resurrection, ransoms God’s 

people, inaugurates His saving reign, and ushers in the new creation (Mk 
1:15; 10:45; 2 Cor 5:17). 

4. RESTORATION: NEW MAN, NEW CREATION 
a. In contrast to Adam, the first man, Jesus came as the second Adam, the true 

image-bearer of God (1 Cor 15:45-49; 2 Cor 4:4; Col 1:15; Heb 1:3). 
b. In the unique union of deity and humanity in the person of Jesus Christ, we 

therefore see not only the Word of God made flesh (Jn 1:14), but the perfect 
picture of what it means to be human. 

c. Jesus Christ perfectly reflects the glory of the Father, not only because He Himself 
is divine, but because He perfectly images God’s character in His flawless 
humanity. 

d. Jesus is the true imago Dei, the true image of God. But He also remakes human 
beings in His image through His work. The clear purpose of God’s saving work in 
Jesus is to conform us to the image of His Son (2 Cor 5:21). 

e. BEHOLDING AND BECOMING (2 COR 3:16-18; 4:3-6) 
i. God changes us by giving us a vision of His glory revealed in the Lord Jesus 

Christ. Can you imagine what it would be like to suddenly be given sight 
after a lifetime of blindness? 

ii. What is the glory of God? It is the beauty and radiance of His worth. Only 
when we see this about God, displayed in and through Jesus Christ and His 
glorious work, are we really changed. 

f. LIFE IN THE NEW CREATION (2 COR 5:17; EPH 2:10; EPH 4:20-24) 
i. For all who are joined to Christ by faith, this inaugural and decisive 

renovation of the heart has already taken place. They have put off the old 
man and put on the new man; they have put on Christ (Gal 3:27; Rom 
13:14). 



ii. The curse of sin has been cancelled and its bondage has been broken. As 
fallen inhabitants of the old creation, our native environment is sin. But as 
recipients of God’s new creation in Christ, holiness is no longer alien to us. 

g. THE IMITATION OF CHRIST 
i. Today we live in the interval between the inauguration of the new creation 

and its consummation and completion when Jesus comes again. 
ii. In this gap between what has already begun and what is yet to come, we 

taste the joy of living under God’s gracious reign as citizens of the new 
creation…even as we groan with the tension of living as residents in the 
world as it now is (Gal 4:19). 

iii. Our transformation into the image of the Lord is progressive (2 Cor 3:18), 
and though spiritual change is a divine work of God’s Spirit in our hearts 
and lives, it demands our participation. 

iv. We must refuse to be shaped by this present age and instead be transformed 
by the renewal of our minds as we put sin to death and live in righteousness 
(Rom 12:1-2; Eph 4:25-32; Col 3:5-14). 

v. When we become like Jesus, our lives reflect God’s glory and we live in right 
relationship to God, other people, and the world. This is the goal God 
destined us for, the vocation He has called us to. This is why we are 
redeemed (Eph 5:1-2; Php 2:5-11; 1 Jn 2:6, 29; 3:3, 7, 16-18; 4:16-17). 

vi. The acid test of all spiritual formation is this: Are you becoming more like 
Jesus?  

1. Are the contours of your character being shaped by His image, formed 
in His likeness? 

2. Do you increasingly hate sin and love righteousness, as He already 
does perfectly? 

3. Are you growing in humility and self-giving, which He has practiced 
flawlessly? 

4. Are you making progress in loving and serving others, as He has 
always done in perfection? 

  



LESSON 3: THE KEY TO TRANSFORMATION – THE GOSPEL 

Central to the life-transforming good news of the gospel are the crucifixion, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus. When Paul reminds the Corinthian believers of the essential contours of 
his message, he focuses on these events (1 Cor 15:1-3). In this lesson, we will focus on the cross 
and resurrection of Christ as well, along with the subsequent exaltation of Christ and His gift of 
the Spirit to the church, all of which are foundational to our understanding of how the gospel 
transforms our lives. 

1. THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE CROSS 
a. SUBSTITUTION 

i. “By substitution we do not mean the saving of a life by mere assistance, as in 
the throwing of a rope to a drowning man; or by the mere risking of one life 
to save another; it is the saving of one life by the loss of another. As 
substitute, Christ took on Himself the sinner’s guilt and bore its penalty in 
the sinner’s place.” – J. Oswald Sanders 

ii. 1 Pet 3:18 
b. PROPITIATION 

i. The Father laid the sins of unrighteous people on His Son and punished 
those sins with all the fury of His omnipotent wrath, compressed into six 
hours.  

ii. When Jesus died, He completely appeased that wrath. 
iii. Rom 3:25; Heb 2:17; 1 Jn 2:1-2; cf 4:10 
iv. The beauty of propitiation is that our just and holy God is more satisfied 

with the obedience and death of Christ than He is grieved and angered by 
our God-belittling sins. 

c. REDEMPTION 
i. This idea comes from the first-century marketplace where slaves were 

bought and sold. It also recalls the Exodus, when God redeemed the nation 
of Israel from captivity in Egypt. 

ii. For the writers of the NT, our Egypt is the bondage of sin and the curse of 
the law. Christ, in taking our place, has paid our ransom and set us free. 

iii. Mk 10:45; cf Mt 20:28; Rom 3:24; Col 1:13-14;  
iv. Gal 3:10-13; Eph 1:7; 1 Pet 1:18-19; Rev 5:9-10 

d. RESCUE 
i. “The purpose of Christ’s death, according to Gal 1:4…is nothing less than 

the deliverance of the church from the present world order, marked by sin 
and its consequences, and with that deliverance, by implication, to bring 
believers into the coming world order, the new and final creation, marked by 
eschatological life in all its fullness.” – Richard B. Gaffin, Jr. 

ii. Col 1:13 



iii. In the death of Christ, God’s glorious future invaded and plundered the 
present evil age. 

e. RECONCILIATION 
i. Sin created a breach between God and us. The once peaceful relationship is 

now marked by hostility and hatred. 
ii. The cross brings reconciliation and restores us to God, resulting in a 

restored relationship characterized by peace, harmony, and mutual love. 
iii. Rom 5:1-12; Eph 2:11-22; 2 Cor 5:18-21; Col 1:19-23 
iv. Where once there was enmity, there is now grace and friendship. 

f. TRIUMPH 
i. In the death and resurrection of Christ, the decisive victory over sin, Satan, 

death, and hell was won.  
ii. Col 2:15; Heb 2:14-15; 1 Jn 3:8 

iii. Jesus crushed the serpent’s head (Gen 3:15). 
2. THE POWER OF CHRIST’S RESURRECTION 

a. Jesus, of course, did not remain on the cross or stay in the grave. The Christian 
message would not be good news if there were nothing to report beyond Good 
Friday. So then, what does resurrection mean? 

b. THE RESURRECTION IS PHYSICAL 
i. The physical body of Jesus was raised out of death into glorious, physical 

life. 
ii. This is the same body that was crucified, wrapped in linens, and laid in 

Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb. 
iii. Lk 24:33-43; Acts 1:3; 1 Cor 15:5-8 

c. THE RESURRECTION IS ESCHATOLOGICAL 
i. The resurrection of Christ belongs to, and effectively inaugurates, the age to 

come.  
ii. Notice that Paul in 1 Cor 15:20-26 calls the resurrection of Christ “the 

firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.”  
1. This agricultural term derives its significance from the OT (Ex 23:19; 

Lev 23:10-11). 
2. The firstfruits offering was not only the first and best offering, it 

represented the entire harvest. 
iii. Jesus’ physical resurrection from the dead was the ultimate undoing of the 

tragedy of sin. In raising Jesus from death, the Father publicly vindicated 
His Son’s work on the cross. God’s future kingdom invaded the present age 
with triumphant power. 

 

 



3. THE TRIUMPH OF CHRIST’S EXALTATION 
a. Our presentations of the gospel rightly emphasize the cross and resurrection of 

Christ. But sometimes we fail to notice what follows: His exaltation. Scripture 
frequently highlights this crucial gospel event, however, and so should we. 

b. ALL THINGS UNDER HIS FEET (EPH 1:19-23) 
i. Paul borrows the phrase “put all things under his feet” from Ps 8, and the 

phrase is loaded with meaning. 
1. “[It captures] the idea of a victory over one’s enemies. It is used of the 

winner of a duel who places his foot on the neck of his enemy who has 
been thrown to the ground, like Joshua who had his generals place 
their feet on the necks of the five defeated Amorite kings (Josh 10:24; 
cf 2 Sam 22:39). 

2. Indeed, God invested Christ with all authority, placing all things 
including his enemies, under His sovereign lordship (1 Cor 15:27-28; 
Php 3:21; 1 Pet 3:22). 

ii. What is most profound about Paul’s allusion to Ps 8 is that this psalm is 
about God’s original purpose and intention for human beings and their 
relationship to the created world. 

1. Human beings were designed to reign over the created world as God’s 
representatives on earth. Because of sin, they do not. 

2. The environment is often more hostile than hospitable to human 
beings. 

iii. In taking this language from Ps 8, however, Paul is saying that God has put 
all things under the feet of the risen and exalted Christ (cf Heb 2:5-9). 

1. In the person of Jesus, who is fully God and fully man, man has 
resumed his lordship over creation. 

2. Everything that Christ has done, is doing, and will do serves to 
recapture and complete God’s original plan for the perfection of 
creation. 

c. HUMAN NATURE EXALTED IN CHRIST 
i. God’s work in making Christ supreme has extraordinary implications, for in 

Jesus Christ, human nature itself has been resurrected, enthroned, and 
exalted. 

1. “Human nature has been raised to the surpassing height of glory.” – 
Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

2. This is what the early church father Irenaeus called the recapitulation 
of humanity in Christ. “God recapitulated in himself the ancient 
formation of man, that he might kill sin, deprive death of its power, 
and vivify man.” 

ii. In Jesus, we see something of the pattern of what we will be. 



1. He is the firstborn of the new creation, the firstfruits of the 
resurrection in the age to come. 

2. His exaltation to a place of authority is something we will share. 
3. We are beneficiaries of the restoration of humanity that Christ 

accomplished through His resurrection. 
4. THE GIFT OF THE SPIRIT 

a. THE SPIRIT OF THE SON 
i. The Holy Spirit was intimately connected with Jesus throughout His entire 

life [(Lk 1:35; cf Mt 1:18, 20); Mt 3:16; 4:1; Mk 1:10, 12; Lk 3:22; 4:1, 14]. 
ii. In Jesus’ first sermon, He fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy of a Spirit-anointed 

ministry of redemption and restoration to Israel (Mt 12:28; Lk 4:16-21; 
Acts 10:38). 

iii. In His death, Jesus offered Himself as an atoning sacrifice through the Holy 
Spirit (Rom 1:4; Heb 9:14). 

iv. After His resurrection and ascension, the Spirit was poured out on the 
church at Pentecost (Acts 1-2). 

b. THE NEW AGE OF THE SPIRIT 
i. “From womb to tomb to throne, the Spirit was the constant companion of 

the Son. As a result, when he comes to Christians to indwell them, he comes 
as the Spirit of Christ in such a way that to possess him is to possess Christ 
himself, just as to lack him is to lack Christ.” – Sinclair Ferguson 

ii. When we embrace Christ as revealed in the gospel, He gives us His Spirit. 
The Holy Spirit remakes us after Christ’s likeness, changing us by the sight 
of His glory into His very image (2 Cor 3:4-4:6). 

5. TURNING AND TRUSTING 
a. REPENTANCE: TURNING FROM SIN 

i. To repent is to change one’s mind and alter directions: to turn around, to do 
an about-face. 

ii. Repentance always involves both turning from and turning to. 
1. Turning from idols, Satan, sins, and darkness (2 Chr 6:26; Acts 14:15; 

26:18; 1 Th 1:9) 
2. Turning to light and to God Himself (Hos 14:2; Joel 2:19; Amos 4:8; 

Acts 14:15; 15:19; 26:18; 2 Cor 3:16). 
iii. Repentance is not a one-time event, but a life-long process. 

1. “When our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ, said ‘Repent,’ He called 
for the entire life of believers to be one of penitence.” – Martin Luther 

b. FAITH: TRUSTING IN CHRIST 
i. Faith involves trusting in Jesus Christ and relying on what He has 

accomplished for us. 



1. “…the principal acts of saving faith are accepting, receiving, and 
resting upon Christ alone for justification, sanctification, and eternal 
life.” – Westminster Confession of Faith, XIV 

6. We should always remember that faith and repentance belong together. Genuine faith is 
always a repentant faith, and true repentance is always a believing repentance. 

  



LESSON 4: THE CURSE IS CANCELED – JUSTIFICATION 

1. YOUR DAY IN COURT 
a. You are guilty, God is the Judge, and it’s just a matter of time until your court date 

arrives. This is the scenario Scripture envisions when it speaks of final judgment. 
(Mt 12:36; Rom 2:2-5). 

b. We are all guilty and accountable to God for our sin. Sin renders us guilty – 
deserving God’s righteous judgment. This is the bad news (Rom 3:23). 

c. The good news, however, is that God, in His mercy, has made a way to pardon our 
sins, remove our guilt, and accept us as righteous. God can look down from His 
judgment seat on guilty sinners like you and me, and with complete integrity and 
without any violation to truth or holiness, declare us “not guilty.” 

i. How is this possible? Only through justification. 
d. Justification isn’t the easiest truth to grasp. But we must understand this unique 

aspect of God’s grace if we are to pursue personal transformation with God-
honoring motives, driven by joy and gratitude rather than guilt and fear. 

2. JUSTIFICATION AND THE LAW OF GOD 
a. Before we can really understand justification, we must be clear about the purpose 

of God’s law. 
i. The ultimate purpose of God’s law is not to give us a staircase to climb to 

heaven. 
ii. Scripture is clear that the law itself can never make us righteous or earn favor 

with God. The law, rather, exposes our sin and shows us our need for grace. 
b. While it is true that God’s law reflects His divine character and sets the bar by 

which we are judged, Scripture teaches that it is impossible to achieve a right 
standing with God through obedience (Gal 3:21). 

i. The attempt to gain God’s acceptance through law-keeping or performance 
is called legalism. 

c. The law was given to show us that we cannot satisfy God by what we do. The law, 
therefore, is like an X-Ray machine: useful for diagnosis, but not for cure; able to 
reveal a fracture, but not to reset a bone. 

i. The law shows us that we fall short, but cannot change our status in any 
way. It makes us conscious of sin, but has no power to rescue from sin’s curse 
and control (Rom 3:19-20). 

d. JUSTIFICATION IS LEGAL IN NATURE 
i. In this particular courtroom, God is the Judge, the law in question is His 

divine law, and sinful men are the defendants. 
ii. The divine Judge requires nothing less than perfect obedience to His law 

(Gal 3:10), but this perfect obedience is precisely what all of us lack. We, 
therefore, stand accused of violating God’s law. 



 

e. JUSTIFICATION IS DECLARATIVE IN FUNCTION 
i. Justification is a verdict, a declaration of a person’s status in the view of the 

court. The opposite of justification is condemnation (Dt 25:1; Rom 8:33-
34). So when a person receives a verdict from the court, he is declared either 
justified (righteous and innocent) or condemned (unrighteous and guilty). 

ii. Justification does not make someone righteous any more than condemnation 
makes someone sinful. Justification declares – renders a verdict – and makes 
official a person’s position in relationship to the law (cf Prov 17:15). 

f. JUSTIFICATION CONCERNS OUR STATUS BEFORE GOD 
i. Justification is the event that ushers you into a peaceful relationship with 

Divine Lawgiver and Judge (Rom 5:1). 
ii. The greatest question concerning each and every person is, “How can I, a 

sinner deserving condemnation, become right with a holy God?” Only one 
way – through justification. 

iii. We know that God judges the wicked. Yet Scripture is equally clear that 
because of the gospel God acquits the guilty. He justifies sinners (Rom 4:4-
5). 

iv. Though you are far more evil than you could ever imagine, you are also far 
more accepted than you ever dared to think. 

v. A sinner can only be counted righteous before God when he or she is found 
in Christ, rather than in Adam. Adam sinned against God, was condemned, 
and died. Jesus obeyed God, paid the penalty for sin in His atoning death, 
and was justified in His resurrection to life (Rom 5:12-19). 

vi. If you are in Christ, then what is true of Him is true of you. His verdict is 
your verdict. His obedience is your obedience. His righteousness is your 
righteousness. His justification is your justification, and His life is your life 
(Rom 4:25; 1 Cor 1:30). 

g. IN CHRIST ALONE 
i. We all begin with a two-fold need: 

1. We need to have our violations of God’s law, our sins, paid for in full. 
2. We need a perfect record of obedient righteousness by which to enter 

God’s eternal kingdom and presence. 
3. Jesus has secured both of these benefits for us. 

ii. When we look closely at what Christ did for us on the cross we realize that 
He represented us in two ways: 

1. First, by taking the punishment of our sins – past, present, and future 
(2 Cor 5:21a; 1 Pet 3:18a). 

2. Second, in His perfect obedience and righteousness (Rom 5:19b). 



3. On the cross, God treated Jesus as if He had lived our sinful life, so 
that He could then treat us as if we had lived the perfect, obedient life 
of Jesus. 

4. The Father accepts us, not because of anything we have done or can 
do, not even because of anything He has done in us ourselves, but 
solely because of what Jesus Christ has done for us. His flawless 
record is counted as ours (2 Cor 5:21b). 

h. BY FAITH ALONE 
i. This joyful declaration is the summary of Paul’s argument in Romans 3:21-

26. 
ii. Through the work of Christ, God’s glory has been vindicated. His honor has 

been upheld. His righteousness has been displayed. The debt of sin has been 
paid. This is the meaning of the cross. And all of this is received by faith. 

iii. Faith is believing in and relying upon God. It is not a work, but a 
relinquishment of all work, an unqualified trust in God who gives life to the 
dead (Rom 4:17), who raised Christ from the dead (4:24), who in Christ 
gave a righteousness from God. 

3. HOW JUSTIFICATION CHANGES OUR APPROACH TO TRANSFORMATION 
a. THE BASIS OF ACCEPTANCE: CHRIST’S PERFORMANCE, NOT OURS 

i. All too often, religious people view their acts of piety or moral efforts as a 
means of gaining acceptance with God. 

1. Check yourself now. Even if you’ve been a Christian for a long time, 
don’t you sometimes feel like God is more pleased with you on days 
when you’ve been faithful in daily devotions than those rushed days 
when you neglected time in the Word and prayer? 

2. Do you tend to view your relationship with God as a long list of “do’s” 
and “don’ts”? 

3. Is your obedience to God motivated by love and characterized by joy – 
or guilt and fear? 

4. Is it easy for you to admit your failures and take ownership of your 
sins, or does the possibility of being exposed feel threatening to your 
sense of well-being? 

ii. Our relationship with God can easily become based on our own 
performance, rather than the performance of Christ.  

1. Functionally and practically, we live as if approval from God 
depended on our obedience, instead of Christ’s obedience for us. 

iii. “Few enough know to start each day with a thoroughgoing stand upon 
Luther’s platform: you are accepted, looking outward in faith and claiming the 
wholly alien righteousness of Christ as the only ground for acceptance, 



relaxing in that quality of trust which will produce increasing sanctification 
as faith is active in love and gratitude.” – Richard Lovelace 

iv. Sometimes believers fall into a performance trap. We think that our 
obedience – our degree of cooperation with God’s ongoing work of 
transformation – is the basis, rather than the result, of our acceptance with 
God. 

b. THE MOTIVATION FOR CHANGE: GRACE, NOT LAW 
i. As believers we want to be holy, but sometimes we pursue holiness as if it 

were for grace – a condition for being welcomed by God, rather than from 
grace – an overflow of our love for the Father who freely welcomes us 
through Christ and His cross. 

ii. This is not only a misunderstanding, but a hindrance to our growth in 
Christ. To trust in our holiness as the ground of our acceptance with God is 
legalism. 

1. Legalism takes the law, rather than grace, as its starting point. 
2. Legalism is law-based and performance-oriented.  
3. Grasping the significance of justification protects us from this error. 

iii. This is not to say that the law is bad. Paul defended the essential goodness 
and holiness of the law (Rom 7:7-12). But though the law is good, it is not 
able to save. 

iv. Until the sin-removing, curse-canceling power of Christ’s death is 
understood and embraced, we will make no true progress in actually 
conquering sin and growing in grace (Gal 3:13). 

1. The debt of our sin was paid on the cross, and that payment is 
sufficient. God requires no further payment from us. That  is divine 
justice. 

v. We live holy lives not in order to get ourselves right with God, but because 
he has already set us right in Jesus Christ. Justification precedes, and is the 
necessary basis of, actual transformation. 

c. THE NATURE OF OBEDIENCE: SONS, NOT SLAVES 
i. We relate to God not as slaves, fearing the condemnation of an angry 

master, but as sons, confident in the love and acceptance of our Father. 
ii. Many people relate to God on the basis of duty and works, rather than 

sonship and grace. They trust in themselves, rather than Christ. But when 
we grasp that our acceptance with God is based on His grace given to us in 
Christ alone, the motivational center of our gravity in our spirituality shifts. 

iii. When we grasp, or rather are grasped by, this grace, our whole approach to 
personal change is radically altered. We no longer pursue holiness to 
alleviate our guilt. Rather, we serve our Father with the freedom of children 
who delight to bear His likeness. 



LESSON 5: THE CURE HAS BEGUN – THE HEART 

1. MONSTROUS HEARTS 
a. Though the scribes and Pharisees wore a façade of righteousness, Jesus knew that 

behind their moral exterior was hidden a dark decadence of soul (Mt 23:25-28). 
They had monstrous hearts. We all do. 

b. Scripture repeatedly bears witness to the corruption and depravity of the human 
heart (Gen 6:5; Jer 17:9; Eph 2:1-3; 4:18-19). Theologians call this the doctrine of 
total depravity. 

c. We were created to be God’s image-bearers in the world, designed to glorify and 
enjoy Him forever and to love and serve our fellow human beings. Instead, we are 
focused on ourselves. We may look good on the outside, but inwardly we nurture 
evil in our sullied souls. 

d. This massive distortion of soul, this corruption of heart must be the target in all 
spiritual transformation. Unless the heart changes, we don’t change. 

2. WHAT IS THE HEART? 
a. THE HEART IS THE SOURCE OF LIFE 

i. The springs of life include what we say with our mouths and what we do 
with our hands and feet. Our words, gaze, and ways are all determined by 
the heart. 

b. THE HEART IS COMMAND CENTRAL 
i. Johannes Behm defines the heart as: “the center of the inner life of man and 

the source or seat of all the forces and functions of soul and spirit.” Jesus 
taught the same truth (Mk 7:20-23; Lk 6:45). 

c. THE HEART IS ACTIVE 
i. “The human heart is an active verb. We do not ‘have needs’; we ‘do desires’.” 

– David Powlison 
ii. The heart is not merely an empty container that gets filled. Nor is the heart 

passive, something that is acted upon, but never acts. Affections and 
emotions are not like diseases we catch. 

iii. The heart has almost unlimited potential to act. All of its operations can be 
reduced to two basic categories (Heb 4:12). By these thoughts and 
intentions we think and will, contemplate and choose, imagine and intend. 

d. THE HEART IS THE ORGAN OF WORSHIP 
i. Because the heart is so active with its passions, affections, and desires, it is 

the organ with which we worship (Dt 11:16; Mt 15:8-9). 
ii. Every heart worships something, either God or idols. We must realize that 

idols come in an endless variety of forms, not just statues of wood and stone. 
Scripture not only warns against bowing before images, but against idols of 
the heart (Ezek 14:3; 1 Thess 1:9). 



1. An idol is anything to which we attach the desires, expectations, 
affections, devotion, and dependence that properly belong to God. 

2. “Man’s nature, so to speak, is a perpetual factory of idols.” – John 
Calvin. 

3. Here’s how you know what you worship. You worship whatever 
controls you. You worship what you serve (Mt 6:24). 

e. THE HEART IS THE ESSENTIAL “YOU” 
i. You are what your heart is. Therefore, to change you, your heart must 

change (1 Sam 16:7; Prov 27:19; Lk 6:43-45). 
ii. Too much of our religion is attaching something to our lives artificially 

instead of changing us deep down in the roots of our being, in our hearts. 
The result is that our behavioral change and attitudinal change is superficial 
and short-term. It doesn’t last. Nor does it glorify God. 

3. GETTING TO THE HEART OF SIN 
a. Our discussion above about idolatry gets us close to the answer. But we need to 

place another concept alongside idolatry: the concept of desires. 
b. We will never get to the heart of sinful behavior until we uncover the underlying 

desires of the heart that motivate us (Jam 4:1; 1 Pet 1:14-15). 
c. This means that when we are diagnosing our problems with sin we have to plow 

deep, to unearth the drives, motives, intentions, and inclinations of the heart. Only 
when these are powerfully transformed by grace, will we really change. 

4. GOD WANTS OUR HEARTS 
a. Here are ten affections of the heart that God both requires, and gives. 

i. Godly fear – This is a trembling, yet joyful reverence and awe of our Holy 
Lord (Ps 33:8; Ps 34:9; cf Prov 3:7; Eccl 12:13; Php 2:12; Heb 12:28). 

ii. Hope – Fear is to be mingled with biblical hope. This kind of hope is not a 
mere wish, but a confident expectation of good (Ps 33:18; 146:5; 147:11; cf 
1 Thess 5:8; 1 Pet 1:3). 

iii. Desire – The Bible’s commendation of desire for God is so important that 
Augustine said, “The whole life of a good Christian is a holy desire.” (Ps 
27:4; 42:1-2; 63:1; 73:25). 

iv. Joy – This is coupled with, and follows from, holy desire (Ps 33:1; 37:4; 43:4; 
119:14; Php 4:4). 

v. Hatred of evil – Negative affections are also necessary for the Godward heart 
(Ps 97:10; 101:3; Prov 8:13). 

vi. Brokenness over sin – One cannot truly hate evil without mourning sinfulness 
(Ps 34:18; 51:17; Isa 66:2; Mt 5:4). 

vii. Gratitude – Gratitude in all things is closely related to an understanding of 
God’s goodness and sovereignty (Eph 5:20; Col 3:15; 1 Thess 5:18). 



viii. Compassion – As beneficiaries of God’s great mercy and compassion, we are 
called to demonstrate the same (Mic 6:8; Mt 5:7; Col 3:12). 

ix. Zeal – Our passions are to be defined by God’s purposes (Rom 12:11; Titus 
2:14; Rev 3:15-16). 

x. Love – The Scriptures commend love as the supreme affection and the 
fountain of all other affections. Love fulfills the law and demonstrates true 
faith (Mt 22:37-40; Rom 13:8; cf Gal 5:14). 

5. NEW COVENANT, NEW BIRTH, NEW HEARTS 
a. In Deuteronomy, God commands His people to seek, love, serve, obey, and turn to 

Him with all their hearts (Deut 4:29; 6:5; 10:12; 11:13; 13:3; 26:16; 30:2, 10). 
b. Knowing the inability of His people to do this, He also commands them to 

circumcise their hearts, turning away from stubbornness (Deut 10:16). 
c. God promises to do for them what He has demanded of them. This promise 

foreshadows the promises of the New Covenant that appear later in Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel (Jer 31:31-33; 32:40; Ezek 36:25-27). 

d. In several places the NT refers to the New Covenant, circumcision of the heart, 
and spiritual cleansing (Lk 22:20; Jn 3:3, 5; Rom 2:29; 2 Cor 3:1-4:6; Php 3:3; Col 
2:11; Heb 9:15; 12:24; cf Heb 8:1-13; Titus 3:4-7). 

e. Though the full renovation of our hearts is an ongoing, lifelong process, God 
begins this work in the once-and-for-all, definitive event of new birth, or 
regeneration. 

f. Scripture uses many metaphors to describe this work of God, including: 
i. Birth – Jn 3:1-8; 1 Pet 1:3, 23 

ii. Creation – 2 Cor 5:17; Eph 2:10; 4:24 
iii. Resurrection – Jn 5:21; Eph 2:1-7; Col 2:12 

g. “Regeneration is the re-creation of spiritual life in those who are dead in trespasses 
and sins (Eph 2:1). It occurs in the depths of the human heart, at the roots of 
consciousness, infusing new life which is capable of spiritual awareness, perception 
and response, and is no longer “alienated from the life of God” (Eph 4:18). – 
Richard Lovelace 

h. This is the beginning of God’s glorious work in us: 
i. He takes our stony hearts and replaces them with new hearts. 

ii. He cleanses us from idols by His Word (Ezek 36:25; Eph 5:26). 
iii. He sanctifies and indwells us by His Spirit (Rom 8:9; 1 Cor 3:16; 6:11; 2 

Cor 1:22; Gal 4:6; 2 Thess 2:13; 1 Pet 1:2). 
iv. He grants us the gifts of repentance and faith (Acts 5:31; Php 1:29; 2 Tim 

2:25). 
v. He renews the image of God within us (Eph 4:24; Col 3:10). 

  



LESSON 6: CLOSING THE GAP - SANCTIFICATION 

1. Learning to live true to our new identity is a process. There is a gap between our position 
and our practice. 

a. Scripture describes every believer in Jesus as already holy, or sanctified (1 Cor 1:2; 
cf 6:11). Theologians often call this our definitive, or positional sanctification. 

b. There exists in each of us, however, a gap between definitive sanctification and the 
actual outworking of holiness in everyday life. Scripture calls us to pursue holiness, 
to flesh it out in daily practice (2 Cor 7:1; Heb 12:14; 1 Pet 1:15-16). This is what 
we call progressive sanctification. 

2. The gap is not closed by moving on from the gospel to something else or by adding 
anything to the gospel. We will experience deep and lasting change only as the Holy 
Spirit progressively applies to our hearts a more solid, practical, and thorough 
understanding of what God has accomplished for us through the death and resurrection 
of Christ. 

3. Sanctification, like justification, is dependent on our union with Jesus Christ by faith. 
4. POSITIONAL SANCTIFICATION: OUR GOSPEL RESOURCES THROUGH UNION WITH 

CHRIST 
a. “SHALL WE CONTINUE IN SIN?” (ROM 6) 

i. If you were honest, you still find yourselves struggling against sin on a daily 
basis. And on occasion, sadly, there isn’t even that much struggle. So does 
that mean you are not a true Christian? 

ii. “Living in sin is best taken as describing a lifestyle of sin – a habitual practice 
of sin, such that one’s life could be said to be characterized by that sin rather 
than by the righteousness God requires. Such habitual sin is not possible, as 
a constant situation, for the one who has truly experienced the transfer out 
from under the domain, or tyranny, of sin. Sin’s power is broken for the 
believer, and this must be evident in practice. Yet the nature of Christian 
existence is such that the believer can, at times, live in such a way that is 
inconsistent with the reality of what God has made Him in Christ.” – 
Douglas Moo 

iii. All of our progress in actual change depends on this new relationship to 
Christ. He is in us and we are in Him. In Christ, we have died to sin and are 
now alive to righteousness (6:11; cf Gal 2:19b-20; Eph 2:5-6; Col 2:12; 
3:1ff). 

iv. Jesus has not just given us a ticket to heaven. He has changed our essential 
identity. He has irrevocably altered the effect of our past on our present and 
future by causing His death and resurrection to count as ours. 

v. You will only experience deep and lasting change as the Holy Spirit applies 
the resources of the gospel to your heart and life. 



 

b. UNION WITH CHRIST IS THE BASIS, NOT THE GOAL OF HOLINESS 
i. Because you are now regenerated, justified, and sanctified, you can walk in 

newness, righteousness, and holiness – not the other way around. Reversing 
these places the cart before the horse, or, to put it another way, the 
imperatives before the indicatives. 

5. PROGRESSIVE SANCTIFICATION: APPLYING THE RESOURCES OF THE GOSPEL TO OUR 
LIVES 

a. COUNT ON IT! (ROM 6:11) 
i. Recognize your death to sin in Christ as an already accomplished fact. 

ii. Your identity is not defined by the sins of your past, but by the righteousness 
and obedience of Jesus Christ. 

iii. Though you are not yet as much like Jesus as you someday will be, you are 
not the same person you once were. You are dead to sin and alive to God. 

b. DON’T LET SIN REIGN (ROM 6:12) 
i. Since we are dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus, we must not allow 

sin to control our actions. 
ii. Though the old self is crucified, this doesn’t mean the battle with sin is over. 

Sin still wages war against your soul, assaulting your thoughts and sense with 
passions demanding acquiescence. The old slave master still insists on your 
obedience! But you mustn’t let sin rule. 

iii. This raises an important question: Does the believer still have a sinful 
nature? The answer depends on how that is defined. 

1. It is clear that the believer still contends against the flesh (Rom 7:21-
23; Gal 5:17; 1 Pet 2:11), or sinful inclinations, passions, and desires. 

2. Some teachers view the flesh as a static, unchanging principle within 
the believer that constantly struggles against the Spirit for control in a 
believer’s life. 

a. As long as the believer is filled with the Spirit, the power of sin 
is counteracted – and the Christian can live a “victorious” life, 
completely free from all conscious and willful sin. 

b. Believers who continue to struggle with sin are living in “defeat” 
because they pursue holiness “in the energy of the flesh,” rather 
than abiding in Christ and being filled with the Spirit. 

c. This teaching fails in three ways: 
i. It fails to grasp the extensive scope of transformation that 

results from union with Christ.  
ii. It fails to recognize that even mature and “spiritual” 

believers will continue to fight against sin throughout 
their lives. 



iii. It fails to recognize the victory Christ gained on the cross 
for believers, since believers can live “defeated”. 

iv. Sin is not a power equal in influence to the Holy Spirit. 
3. To live in line with your new identity, you must say “no” to the 

passions of sin (Titus 2:11-12). 
c. YIELD TO YOUR NEW MASTER (6:13-23) 

i. Freedom from one master always entails service to another. All the various 
expressions of human sinfulness are rooted in an alternative slavery. 

ii. One of the common denominators in all slaveries to sin is their 
dehumanizing effect. The more a person is enslaved, the less likely they are 
to be a well-adjusted human being within the connection of relationships to 
God, people, and the world that makes for a joyful life. 

iii. Christ leads His followers down the path of generosity and contentment, 
chastity and marital fidelity, servant-hood and humility. The truest freedom 
is found in a new kind of slavery – slavery to Christ. 

iv. The good news is that if you are joined to Christ you have been set free from 
sin’s dominion. The bondage of sin is broken! The reign of sin is thwarted! 

6. ALL WE NEED IS IN CHRIST ALONE 
a. The gospel tells us that we have everything we need in Christ. His death is ours; 

we are therefore freed from sin. His resurrection is ours; we thus walk in newness 
of life. We don’t need to add anything to what Christ has done for us. We simply 
need to believe the gospel and apply it more deeply to our lives. 

  



LESSON 7: CAPTIVATED BY BEAUTY – HOLINESS 

1. THE NATURE OF HOLINESS 
a. GOD’S OTHERNESS 

i. The first occurrence of the word “holy” in Scripture is in the second chapter 
of Genesis (2:3). The phrase “made it holy” is a single verb in Hebrew, 
which means to consecrate, separate, or set apart. 

ii. God Himself is set apart from all others. To put it simply, God is in a class 
all by Himself. God is other than we are (Ex 15:11). 

1. He is called the Holy One of Israel (Ps 89:18). 
2. He has a holy name and dwells in a holy place (Isa 57:15; Ps 99:3; 

Deut 26:15; cf Ps 20:6; 24:3). 
3. His Spirit is holy (Ps 51:11). 
4. He does holy works (Ps 105:42). 
5. He makes holy promises (145:17). 
6. He does everything for the sake of His holy name (Ezek 36:22). 
7. He swears by His holiness (Ps 89:35). 

iii. God also sets apart for Himself various people, places, and things. 
1. Moses stood on holy ground (Ex 3:5). 
2. Israel was to be a holy nation (Ex 19:6). 
3. The high priest wore holy garments (Ex 28:2, 4). 
4. The priests made holy sacrifices on a holy altar in the Holy Place (Ex 

29:37). 
5. The ark of the covenant was kept in the Most Holy Place (Ex 26:33-

34). 
6. The furniture and utensils in the tabernacle were holy (Ex 30:27-29). 
7. Jerusalem was God’s holy city (Isa 52:1). 

b. GOD’S MORAL PERFECTION 
i. God is unique in the perfection and purity of His character (Hab 1:12-13). 

This moral dimension to God’s holiness consists in the excellence of His 
nature, the integrity of His justice, and the purity of His wisdom. 

ii. Holiness, then, is not merely one of many attributes of God. It is the sum 
and substance of all the attributes. All of God’s perfections are holy 
perfections. 

1. “God’s holiness is not simply the best we know infinitely bettered. We 
know nothing like the divine holiness. It stands apart, unique, 
unapproachable, incomprehensible, and unattainable. The natural 
man is blind to it. He may fear God’s power and admire His wisdom, 
but His holiness he cannot even imagine.” – A. W. Tozer 



iii. God’s utterly self-consistent holiness demands a corresponding purity in 
those created in His holy image. Moral perfection is the condition for a 
relationship with God. 

1. Because God is holy, only those who have clean hands, pure hearts, 
and honest lips can stand in His presence (Ps 24:3-6; cf Ps 15:1-5; 
Lev 20:7; cf 11:44-45; 19:2; 1 Pet 1:16). 

2. When we see our sinfulness in the light of God’s holy character, we 
tremble (Ex 20:18-19; Job 23:1-7, cf Job 42:5-6; Isa 6:1-5). 

iv. The emotions of awe, dread, and fear are appropriate responses to God, 
because He is holy and we are not. He is pure, clean, righteous, and true. 
We are soiled with guilt and deceit. His character is holy. Ours isn’t. This 
realization should give us pause when approaching our God. 

2. FULLY REALIZED HUMAN HOLINESS 
a. The greatest and clearest picture of holiness in Scripture is this Jesus of whom we 

sing and teach and preach. It’s not that the example of Jesus added any dimension 
to the character of God, but that every aspect of Jesus’ life exuded the beauty and 
splendor of God’s moral perfection and ethical purity in human form. 

b. In His fully realized human holiness, Jesus shows us what we were made for. The 
beauty of His moral flawlessness is irresistibly attractive and resonates in our 
hearts. Yet His untarnished perfection is also threatening, even terrifying (Lk 5:8).  

c. There is something about holiness that provokes both of these responses: attraction 
and alarm; delight and dread. We shudder, because of our sin. We are not holy, so 
we feel threatened by the dissimilarity between our hearts and our holy God. Yet at 
the same time, we are aglow with the fire of the Holy One, because holiness is 
what we were made for (1 Cor 1:30). 

3. GOD’S PURPOSE TO MAKE US HOLY 
a. CALLED TO HOLINESS 

i. In the OT, Israel’s call to holiness was rooted in God’s holy character and 
redemptive grace (Lev 20:26). 

ii. God declares Himself to be the Lord who sanctifies His people seven times 
in Leviticus (20:8; 21:8, 15, 23; 22:9, 16, 32). And only after He has first 
sanctified His people, does He then command them to sanctify themselves 
(Lev 22:31-33). 

iii. The NT picks up the theme of holiness with the same language (1 Pet 1:13-
16; 2:5, 9). 

iv. Paul also connects every aspect of our salvation to holiness, from the 
gracious purpose of God’s eternal plan, to the cross work of Christ, to the 
application of His work in our lives by God’s Spirit. 

1. Election – Eph 1:4 
2. The Cross – Eph 5:25-27; cf Col 1:22 



3. The Work of the Spirit – 2 Thess 2:13-14 
4. God’s Call – 1 Thess 4:7; 2 Tim 1:9 
5. New Creation – Eph 4:24 

v. Spiritual formation, rightly understood, is about the outworking of God’s 
transforming grace as He conforms us to the image of Christ by the power 
of His Spirit through the renewing of our minds (Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18; 
Rom 12:1-2). 

b. APPLYING THE GOSPEL IN THE PURSUIT OF HOLINESS 
i. “Holiness is nothing but the implanting, writing, and realizing of the gospel 

in our souls.” – John Owen 
ii. Holiness is not mere morality, but the deep, personal transformation of the 

soul through the renewal of the mind in the truth of the gospel. (Eph 4:17-
24). 

1. We need inner renewal because our minds are so deeply infected with 
the deceit of evil. 

c. PUTTING OFF THE OLD, PUTTING ON THE NEW 
i. Putting off and putting on happens decisively when we come to Christ in 

faith. But the outworking of this basic pattern in personal life continues 
(Eph 4:25-32). 

ii. The goal is never simply refraining from sin, but actively replacing sin with 
righteousness as we are consciously motivated by the gospel. 

iii. The restoration of God’s image within us always has both these negative and 
positive dimensions. We must put off the old and put on the new – put sin 
to death and grow in grace. 

1. Theologians call these negative and positive dimensions to holiness 
“mortification” and “vivification.” 

iv. Holiness is the lifestyle of the new creation – not the prerequisite to 
becoming the new creation. 

  



LESSON 8: KILLING SIN - MORTIFICATION 

1. Evil is untamable. It is our enemy – opposed to us in every way. At every moment, sin is 
wired to destroy. 

2. Sin regularly assaults us, though we often fail to notice. Sin knows us well and quietly 
gnaws away at our faith and affections. 

3. We can therefore never be tolerant or open-minded about our sin. We are called to 
aggressively hate our sin – to despise it, reject it, deplore it, starve it, and make every 
effort to kill it. 

a. “Be killing sin, or sin will be killing you.” – John Owen 
4. MORTIFICATION MISUNDERSTOOD 

a. It is easy to misunderstand the doctrine of mortification. Why? Because it is hard 
to accept the depravity of our souls, and our need to continually put sin to death. 
When we drift from this reality, the true nature of mortification can become 
unclear. 

b. MORTIFICATION DOES NOT PRODUCE PERFECTION 
i. While perfect holiness is what we ultimately desire and press toward, it is 

not possible to completely rid ourselves of indwelling sin in this life (Gal 
5:17). 

ii. Scripture characterizes the Christian life as a walk, a fight, and a race. We 
are moving in the direction of increasing holiness and Christlikeness, but not 
without regular battles along the way (Php 3:12-14). 

c. MORTIFICATION IS NOT FURTHERED BY ASCETICISM 
i. Asceticism refers to a system of spiritual disciplines chiefly focused on 

renouncing the world and the flesh as part of the great struggle against the 
devil.  

ii. Asceticism wrongly assumes that sin is comparable with the created world, 
and so prescribes poverty, celibacy, and other forms of extreme self-denial as 
the means of spiritual growth. 

iii. Scripture strongly warns against this approach (Col 2:21-23; 1 Tim 4:1-3; 
Heb 13:4). The problem does not lie within the material world or our 
physicality as human beings, but in the corruption of our hearts. 

d. MORTIFICATION IS MORE THAN BEHAVIOR MODIFICATION 
i. It is possible to change what we do, even reducing the frequency of certain 

sins, without actually becoming more pure in heart. 
ii. Mortifying sin will bring about behavioral change, but mortification is more 

than behavioral modification. 
5. MORTIFICATION’S MEANING 

a. Mortification is killing sin (Rom 8:12-14; Gal 5:24; Col 3:5-10). This includes 
putting to death both sinful actions (deeds) and the sinful motivations (passions 
and desires) which produce them. 



b. The imagery of mortification is intended to communicate the vehemence, enmity, 
and total-war mentality we must have toward sin. 

c. We put sin to death, therefore, whenever we consciously recognize sin for the 
relentless enemy it is, habitually fighting its impulses, and weakening its power in 
our lives – a little bit at a time, day after day, every day, for the rest of our lives. 

6. TEN WAYS TO KILL SIN 
a. YIELD YOURSELF TO GOD (ROM 6:12-13) 

i. We will never make much progress in the war against sin until we have first 
dethroned self. 

ii. It is essential if we are to have a right attitude toward others, love our 
neighbors, be devoted fully to God’s will, trust only in God’s blessing, and 
bear adversity in a God-honoring way. 

b. ACCEPT THAT THE BATTLE NEVER ENDS (ROM 8:12-13) 
i. Killing sin is a constant duty that will require lifelong battle. 

ii. We must never let up the fight. Sin is always pounding away at us. 
iii. This is not to say that genuine progress cannot be made in overcoming 

specific sins. A believer can stop lying and is expected to. Nevertheless, the 
Christian is never off-duty when it comes to killing sin (Rom 7:21). There is 
no cease-fire in this war. 

c. TAKE GOD’S SIDE AGAINST YOUR SIN  
i. We must be conscious and consistent in acting on the inclinations toward 

holiness and acting against the inclinations toward sin.  
ii. The only way to mortify sin is to act with increasing consistency on the right 

inclinations instead of the wrong ones. This is the discipline of ongoing 
repentance. 

d. MAKE NO PROVISION FOR THE FLESH (ROM 13:14) 
i. In practice this means not exposing yourself to things that are likely to bring 

strong temptation. 
ii. Making no provision for the flesh also involves rejecting the first inclinations 

of sin. If we don’t, we may soon have a raging fire on our hands. 
1. “Rise mightily against the first sign of sin. Do not allow it to gain the 

smallest ground.” – John Owen 
iii. Sin is subtle. It always sneaks up on us in soft-soled slippers. But once it 

takes hold it will drag us as far as it can. We must, therefore, be ruthless 
with sin (Mk 9:43-48). 

e. USE YOUR SPIRITUAL SWORD (EPH 6:17; PS 119:9-11; MT 4:1-11) 
i. Many believers sadly fail to defeat temptation because they lack sufficient 

skill with their spiritual weapon, the Word of God. 



ii. When we do not avail ourselves of Scripture, we will have few resources for 
fighting sin when it appears unannounced. How skilled are you with your 
sword? 

f. AIM AT THE HEART  
i. Sin is a heart matter, not just a problem of behavior. Stomping on the fruit 

of sin won’t kill the tree (Lk 6:45). 
ii. If we focus only on sinful behavior and not on the motives and desires that 

generate the behavior, we will become hypocrites and fail to grow in holiness 
(Mt 23:25-26). 

g. REPLACE SIN WITH GRACE (2 PET 1:3-11) 
i. An effective and practical way to apply this to the sins you are fighting is to 

determine to kill each specific sin by cultivating the particular virtue that 
best counters it. 

ii. “We mortify sin by cherishing the principle of holiness and sanctification in 
our souls, laboring to increase and strengthen it by growing in grace, and by 
a constancy and frequency in acting of it in all duties, on all occasions, 
abounding in the fruits of it. Growing, thriving, and improving in universal 
holiness, is the great way of the mortification of sin.” – John Owen 

h. STAY IN COMMUNITY (ECCL 4:9-10) 
i. Battles are best fought by armies, not individuals. One of our strategies in 

putting sin to death must be to stay close to other Christians (Heb 3:12-13). 
ii. Perseverance in the faith is a community project. Believers need one another. 

You need fellow Christians. You can’t do it alone. 
1. Live out the “one another” commands in the context of your local 

church.  
2. Build strong friendships with believers who will encourage and pray 

for you. 
3. Learn to confess your faults to them (Jam 5:19). 
4. Let your brothers and sisters help you kill your sin. 

i. LOOK TO THE CROSS  
i. Without this, all other strategies will ultimately fail. 

ii. The righteous requirement of the law can be fulfilled in us, only because we 
are in Christ Jesus, absolved from guilt and condemnation, and freed from 
the law of sin and death, through the sin-defeating death of God’s Son 
(Rom 8:1-13; Col 3:1-5).  

iii. Over and over, when the Bible commands us to put sin to death, it does so 
in the context of Christ’s victory over the very sins we battle. Because of the 
death and resurrection of Jesus, we fight from a position of victory. 

iv. The cross is also what progressively frees the affections of our hearts from 
the enticements of sin (Gal 6:14). 



j. DEPEND ON THE SPIRIT  
i. We must also remember that the power of the cross is only available to us 

through the Spirit of Christ (Rom 8:13; Gal 5:16). 
ii. While our constant effort is necessary and required, we clearly cannot defeat 

sin in our own strength. 
iii. Only the Spirit can truly convict the heart of the evil and danger of sin. Only 

the Spirit can reveal to us the fullness of Christ and establish in our hearts 
the confident expectation of triumph through Him. 

  



LESSON 9: GROWING IN GRACE – VIVIFICATION 

1. GROWING UP 
a. The goal of spiritual formation is not simply to refrain from sin! God intends so 

much more for you. His goal is to restore His image within you by making you 
more and more like Jesus. Spiritual growth involves the growth of grace in your 
soul as you mature in likeness to Christ. 

b. The purpose of this lesson is to cultivate spiritual maturity by examining how we 
grow in grace, a process that theologians call “vivification.” 

2. LEARNING TO WALK 
a. The word “walk” is an important one in Scripture, for it stands at the center of 

Paul’s ethical thinking.” (Eph 2:1, 10). 
b. The last three chapters of Ephesians are structured around five uses of the word 

“walk.” 
i. We should walk in a manner worthy of God’s call (4:1-2). 

ii. We should no longer walk as Gentiles (4:17-24). 
iii. We should walk in love as Christ loved us (5:1-2). 
iv. We should walk in light (5:8). 
v. We should look carefully at how we walk (5:15). 

c. The metaphor of walking teaches us three important things about spiritual growth. 
It is a lifelong, active imitation of Jesus. 

i. Lifelong – Walk underscores the nature of spiritual growth. Spiritual 
formation doesn’t happen over a long weekend, but through the course of 
many months and years.  

ii. Active – Growing in grace requires our participation and effort. We are 
saved by grace, not by meritorious works. But that doesn’t mean we are 
passive in our transformation. 

iii. Imitation – Jesus is the example we follow (Eph 5:2; cf Rom 6:4; Col 2:6; 1 
Jn 2:6).  

1. “Holiness is the healthy growth of morally misshapen humans toward 
the moral image of Jesus Christ, the perfect man…” – J. I. Packer 

3. THE PATTERN OF SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION 
a. THE GOAL: THE IMAGE OF CHRIST 

i. The goal of spiritual transformation is conformity to the character of Christ 
(Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18). God wants to make us more and more like Jesus in 
His spotless holiness, humble service, radiant joy, and self-giving love. 

b. THE MOTIVE: THE MERCIES OF GOD 
i. All genuine spiritual transformation is driven by the gospel. The gospel is 

ultimately about God’s mercies lavished on us in Christ, even while we were 
enemies (Rom 3:24; 5:10; 6:6-7; 8:9, 13-17, 32). 



ii. This level of mercy and grace, this stunning demonstration of unwavering 
commitment to those whom He loves, assures us that God will give us 
everything we need. 

c. THE COST: PRESENT YOUR BODIES AS LIVING SACRIFICES 
i. The only fitting response to this lavish mercy is a life devoted to worship 

(Rom 12:1). If we’re captivated by the wonder of God’s mercy, we will yield 
all we are in worshipful sacrifice to Him. 

ii. The command to present our bodies to God vividly portrays unqualified 
surrender. Present means to yield or to hand over something to another. 

iii. Why does Paul emphasize the body? Because everything I do in seeking to 
walk as Christ walked involves my body. Everything we do in the body is 
meant to be worship: eating, drinking, sleeping, walking, driving, working, 
talking, cooking, singing, exercising, typing – all of it (1 Cor 10:31). 

iv. Spiritual transformation is not restricted to a religious compartment of life, 
while leaving the rest of what we do untouched and unchanged. 

v. This sacrifice requires complete and total surrender: nothing less than the 
full, unreserved abandonment of all our desires, prerogatives, ambitions, and 
personal rights. Such self-surrender is the only way to make real progress in 
the Christian life. 

d. THE PROCESS: RENEWING YOUR MIND 
i. Spiritual transformation is a process of inner renewal that involves the total 

reorientation of our minds and hearts. This is one of the key differences 
between true Christ-centered change and mere religion. 

ii. Deep, lasting change requires me to attend to how this present age impacts 
my thinking (Rom 12:2). The capacity to discern and embrace God’s will for 
healthy, God-honoring humanity depends on the transformation of my 
thoughts and affections. 

iii. God changes us not by manipulating my choices or forcing my will, but by 
restoring my heart and renovating my mind. 

iv. Spiritual growth is not about moving on from where we began – the gospel. 
It’s about growing deeper in the gospel. Or, rather, getting the gospel deeper 
into us. 

e. THE POWER: THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD 
i. The agent of transformation is the Holy Spirit. Our power to change comes 

from Him. 
ii. Spiritual life is produced by the presence and empowering of the Holy 

Spirit, not simply by the comprehension of doctrinal propositions or 
strategies of renewal. 

iii. The command to work out our salvation (Php 2:12-13) is grounded in God’s 
promise to work in us. This work of God is on two levels: 



1. To Will: Our Motivations 
a. To “will” is to desire, determine, or resolve. The original word 

embraces both the affections and volitions of the human 
personality: God works on our desires and choices. 

b. John MacArthur suggests that God uses two things to work on 
our wills: holy discontent and holy aspirations. He makes us 
dissatisfied with our sinfulness and inspires spiritual longings 
for something better. 

2. To Work: Our Actions 
a. To “work” means to operate, effect, or do. God gives us not 

only new desires but also the ability to carry them out (2 Thess 
1:11). 

b. We have a responsibility. We must work out our own salvation. 
We must obey. We must put sin to death, fight the good fight 
of faith, grow in grace, and pursue holiness. Yet we can only 
obey God as we are empowered by the grace of His Spirit (1 
Cor 15:10; Gal 2:20; Col 1:28-29). 

c. Reflecting on the interplay between God’s grace and your 
responsibility encourages you not to sit back in passivity. It also 
keeps you from despair, for your spiritual growth isn’t 
ultimately dependent on your unaided efforts. God is 
committed to your growth in grace and is working in your 
heart. 

4. FIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF SPIRITUAL GROWTH (GAL 5:13-26) 
a. SPIRITUAL GROWTH IS RELATIONAL (5:13, 15, 26) 

i. Many of the virtues Paul lists as fruit of the Spirit have a strong relational 
dimension. Spiritual growth is not something that is normally expected to 
take place in isolation from other believers. Genuine transformation will 
always affect how we treat others. 

b. SPIRITUAL GROWTH INVOLVES CONFLICT (5:16-17) 
i. Spiritual growth never happens in ideal conditions. Expect a fierce contest 

between the Spirit and the flesh.  
ii. Conflict is normal in Christian experience. No one walks in the Spirit 

without waging warfare against unruly passions and desires (cf 1 Pet 2:11). 
iii. Though the mortification of sin isn’t the same as positive growth in grace, 

we will never outgrow our need for it this side of glory. 
c. SPIRITUAL GROWTH IS INSIDE OUT (5:22) 

i. Spiritual growth is organic, not mechanical; fruit is grown, not built. Like 
fruit, a character formed by the Spirit can only be grown from the inside out. 
It can’t be legislated.  



ii. Bearing spiritual fruit is a process, dependent on the Spirit’s work of 
applying the gospel to our hearts in order to transform our lives. 

d. SPIRITUAL GROWTH IS SYMMETRICAL  
i. The nine fruit of the Spirit grow together. This implies that you can’t 

discern genuine spiritual growth by the presence of only one or two positive 
character traits. Therefore, you are only as spiritually mature as your weakest 
trait. 

ii. This should give us pause and provoke serious self-examination.  
1. Perhaps you claim spiritual health because you are gentle with other 

people, but is this gentleness balanced with the courage to be faithful 
in lovingly confronting sin (Gal 6:1-2)? 

2. Maybe you are unusually self-disciplined, but are you patient and kind 
to others? 

3. Is your discipline rigid and stoic or vibrant with the Spirit’s joy? 
4. You may be a very happy person, but if you have no patience in 

adversity, perhaps your joy does not result from the Spirit’s work. 
iii. When transformation is real, God goes to work on all the defects in our 

character, leading us to put all sin to death. Our imitation of Christ will not 
be perfect, but neither will we pick and choose in our obedience. Genuine 
spiritual growth is balanced, symmetrical growth. 

e. SPIRITUAL GROWTH IS SUPERNATURAL  
i. The Lord Jesus is our pattern, and His Spirit, sent into our hearts, is the 

agent who works from the inside out to reproduce this pattern in our lives. 
We will not grow if we are left to ourselves. We must depend on the Spirit. 

5. GROWING DOWN 
a. Are you discouraged as you consider your present level of spiritual maturity? Are 

you stumbling in your walk with Jesus? Are you in greater need now than when 
you began these lessons? As painful as it may be, this awareness is actually a sign of 
health. 

i. “…the life of sanctification proceeds in weakness, temptation, and exposure 
to the powers of darkness.” – G. C. Berkouwer 

ii. “…when a man is getting better, he understands more and more clearly the 
evil that is still left in him. When a man is getting worse, he understands his 
own badness less and less. A moderately bad man knows he is not very good; 
a thoroughly bad man thinks he is alright.” – C. S. Lewis 

iii. Paul, toward the end of his life, confessed that he was the foremost of 
sinners (1 Tim 1:15). 

b. Knowing you are not alright is a good indication that you are on the road to 
recovery. Spiritual maturity leads us to greater humility. The process of growing up 
turns out to be a process of growing down.  



LESSON 10: THE QUEST FOR JOY – MOTIVATION 

1. THE HOLY PURSUIT OF JOY 
a. Everyone longs for happiness. Believers in Jesus thirst for holiness. But holiness 

and happiness are not mutually exclusive. God is not a cosmic killjoy who is 
indifferent to the joy of His children (Ps 37:4; 100:1-2). 

b. God is concerned with both our holiness and our joy. Without holiness, joy 
suffocates, withers, and dies. Sin kills joy. But when we cherish righteousness and 
detest sin, joy will flourish and grow (Heb 1:9). 

c. The quest for joy is one of the primary motivations for pursuing holiness. Over and 
over, Scripture appeals to our desire for joy and satisfaction by promising blessing 
for those who seek Christ. Scripture also repeatedly warns that misery will come to 
those who refuse Christ and choose sin instead. 

d. Only as we seek our satisfaction in God will we begin to break free from the 
gravitational pull of sin’s lower pleasures. 

i. “The joy of the Lord will arm us against the assaults of our spiritual enemies 
and put our mouths out of taste for those pleasures with which the tempter 
baits his hooks.” – Matthew Henry 

2. CHRISTIAN MOTIVATION 
a. Jesus called His disciples to a standard of righteousness far beyond that of the 

Pharisees, the religious elite of the day (Mt 5:20). Yet His appeals to holy living 
were laced with promises of blessedness and satisfaction.  

i. The Beatitudes are promises of blessing given to the true citizens of the 
kingdom (Mt 5:3-11). 

ii. Jesus teaches us to do our good works trusting in the promise that the God 
who sees will reward us (Mt 6:1-20). 

b. We sometimes think of following Christ, seeking the kingdom, and pursuing 
holiness only in terms of the cost. We forget the treasure. And in so doing, we 
undermine discipleship of joy. 

3. SELF-DENIAL AND SATISFACTION 
a. “The yoke and burden of Christ are His cross. To go one’s way under the sign of 

the cross is not misery and desperation, but peace and refreshment for the soul, it is 
the highest joy.” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

b. This is also what we learn from our Lord. 
i. We should go through the narrow gate and travel the hard way because we 

desire life (Mt 7:13-14). 
ii. We should take Christ’s easy yoke and light burden in order to find rest for 

our souls (Mt 11:28-30). 
iii. Those who leave all for Christ receive eternal life (Mt 19:29-34). 



iv. The call to discipleship is rooted in the desire to save or find your life (Mt 
16:24-26). 

c. Your biggest problem is not that you desire to be happy when you ought to be 
more concerned about doing your duty. Your biggest problem is your blindness to 
the source of true joy. 

d. The greatest hindrance to our deep transformation and spiritual growth is the 
smallness of our desire. We desperately try to drink from broken cisterns, while 
neglecting the Fountain of Living Waters (Jer 2:11-13). 

4. DIVINE PROMISES, FLEETING PLEASURES, EXPULSIVE POWER 
a. HOW TO TURN AWAY FROM FLEETING PLEASURES 

i. One of the most compelling biblical examples of how faith in God’s 
promises empowers holiness is found in the story of Moses in Heb 11:24-26. 

ii. This is faith: Believing that God, and all He promises to be for us in the 
gospel, is more satisfying than sin. Faith is the powerful conviction that joy 
in Jesus is so superior to the fleeting pleasures of sin that I am compelled to 
choose the eternal over the temporal and the Savior over sin, even if I suffer. 

b. THE EXPULSIVE POWER OF A NEW AFFECTION 
i. “There are two ways in which a practical moralist may attempt to displace 

from the human heart its love of the world – either by a demonstration of 
the world’s vanity, so that the heart shall be prevailed upon simply to 
withdraw its regards from an object that is not worthy of it; or by setting 
forth another object, even God, as more worthy of its attachment, so that 
the heart shall be prevailed upon not to resign an old affection, which shall 
have nothing to succeed it, but to exchange an old affection for a new 
one…the only way to dispossess [the heart] of an old affection is by the 
expulsive power of a new one.” – Thomas Chalmers 

5. FIGHTING SIN WITH THE PROMISES OF GOD 
a. God’s promises of satisfaction in Christ appeal to this motive over and over again. 

But this doesn’t imply that you can somehow become immune to temptation or 
completely freed from the battle against sin. No, understanding the motivation for 
holiness relocates the battle. How does this work on a practical level? 

b. GREED 
i. Turn your heart toward the Word (Ps 119:36). 

ii. Place your treasures where they belong (Lk 12:32-34). 
iii. Know that the Lord is with you (Heb 13:5). 

c. ANXIETY 
i. Remember that God takes care of His creation (Mt 6:25-33). 

ii. Pray constantly (Php 4:6-7). 
iii. An example: John Calvin had an almost intolerable workload, usually 

preaching or lecturing more than thirty times a month, in addition to his 



other pastoral duties. He was married to a chronically ill wife whom he 
outlived by fifteen years. They had three children, all of whom died at birth 
or in infancy. And he suffered ongoing persecution throughout most of his 
adult life. Here is what Calvin said about Php 4:6-7… 

1. “In these words he exhorts the Philippians…to cast all their care upon 
the Lord. For we are not made of iron, so as to be unshaken by 
temptations. But our consolation, our relief, is to…unload into the 
bosom of God everything that harasses us.” 

d. LUST 
i. It is the compelling vision of God’s beauty that enables us to resist the 

temptations of illicit sexual desire (Mt 5:8). 
ii. Remember that sin is what we do when our heart is not satisfied with God. 

It enslaves us until we believer that God is more to be desired than life itself 
(Ps 63:3). 

6. A SWEETER SONG 
a. Satisfaction in God is the only power that will sever the stranglehold of sin from 

our lives. We desperately need to be captivated with the delights of our rich and 
glorious inheritance in Christ. 

b. The only way to triumph over the tyranny of the seductive and destructive siren 
song of sin is to hear the more beautiful sound of a sweeter song, to taste the 
sweeter fruits of a heavenly country.  

c. “There are, I believe, only two kinds of Christians: those driven by fear and 
uncertainty, on the one hand, and those drawn by fascination and joy on the other. 
The former motivate themselves to obey with the constant reminder of the 
dreadful consequences of failure or the shameful humiliation of getting 
caught…But [the others’] hearts are energized by the incomparable attraction of 
divine beauty.” – Sam Storms 

  





LESSON 11: TRAINING IN THE SPIRIT – DISCIPLINES 

Discipleship is about building our lives around Jesus. He is our treasure and great reward. And 
like the construction of a bank around its vault, all the various parts of our lives should be built 
around Christ and the certain hope of eternal, unfading riches that are ours in Him. 

Why is it, then, that we who claim to follow Jesus so often fail to organize our lives around 
Him? If He really holds the center of gravity in our souls, then our thoughts, habits, schedules, 
and routines should orbit around Him.  

1. TRAINING VS. TRYING 
a. Living the Christian life is about training, not trying. But we often forget this. Try 

as we will, we won’t succeed if we haven’t strengthened and shaped our souls 
through spiritual training. 

b. You will never become like Christ by simply exerting more effort in trying harder 
to be a better person. You have to develop new capacities in your character. And 
that requires the power of the Spirit in forming your soul through disciplines (1 
Tim 4:7). 

i. gumnavzw (gumnazo) means to train or discipline oneself. It was used to 
describe the intense discipline of athletes in first-century Greco-Roman 
culture. Competitors were so relentless in the pursuit of a champion’s wreath 
that they trained in the nude, part of a strict environment that eliminated all 
non-essentials. 

ii. The NT urges us to adopt a similarly radical regimen in the spiritual life. 
1. We are called to discipline our bodies (1 Cor 9:24-27). 
2. We must strip off all weight and run (Heb 12:1). 
3. We should forget what is behind and strain to what is ahead (Php 

3:13-14). 
c. God’s ultimate goal is to glorify Himself through transformed human beings. We 

further that goal as we deliberately engage in practices that train us for godliness. 
2. NO SHORTCUTS 

a. The formation of the character of Christ within us is a lifelong process, and the 
spiritual disciplines are means for helping us in that process. 

b. The Gospels frequently record Jesus’ retreats for times of solitude and prayer. If 
Jesus’ communion with God was maintained through the practice of spiritual 
disciplines, we shouldn’t assume there is a quicker route for us. 

c. The disciplines are about being with God, about cultivating a relationship with 
Him. Like any other relationship, the only way to grow close to God is by 
spending time with Him: listening to Him and talking to Him. 

 



3. LISTENING TO GOD: MEDITATION ON SCRIPTURE 
a. God speaks to us through His Word. Meditation on Scripture is therefore the only 

fully reliable means by which we can listen to God. 
b. A mind filled with God’s Word will result in a fruitful life (Ps 1:1-3). 

i. Verse 1 shows a person who is sanctified. 
ii. Verse 2 shows a person who is satisfied. 

iii. Verse 3 shows a person who is sustained. 
iv. This is a picture of excellent spiritual health, which comes from the person’s 

meditation on the Word. 
c. WHAT IS MEDITATION? 

i. MEDITATION IS NOT MENTAL PASSIVITY. 
1. Meditation is the practice of filling your mind with the truth of God’s 

Word. The objects of meditation include the Word of God, the 
character and worth of God, the works of God, and the wonder of the 
gospel. 

ii. MEDITATION IS NOT READING, HEARING, OR MEMORIZING. 
1. It is possible to engage in all of these helpful disciplines and yet not 

meditate. 
2. When you read, you allow the Word to pass through the mind, but 

when you meditate, you cause the Word to stay on the mind. 
3. When you hear the Word preached your heart is like a plot of ground 

on which seed is sown.  
4. Whether the seed will germinate, take root, and bear fruit depends on 

the condition of the soil in your heart when you read, and whether 
you fertilize and water the seed after it is planted.  

iii. MEDITATION IS NOT STUDY. 
1. There are similarities between meditation and study, but meditation 

goes deeper and further. When we study, we gather and synthesize 
new information. But in meditation we apply the Word to our hearts 
and lives. 

iv. The word meditate (Heb. hagaw) means to mutter. So the idea is that of a 
person who mutters the Word to himself or herself continually.  

v. This cannot be done unless the Word is in the mind, which implies regular 
intake of Scripture through hearing, reading, or memorization. 

d. THE VALUE OF MEDITATION 
i. MEDITATION IS A BRIDGE BETWEEN READING AND PRAYING. 

1. Meditation and prayer are often closely joined in Scripture (Ps 5:1-3; 
19:14). It is difficult to pray when we have neglected to reflect on 
God’s Word.  



2. God desires for our prayers to be informed by Scripture. Meditation 
moves us from careful reading to biblical praying. 

ii. MEDITATION IS A BRIDGE BETWEEN MIND AND HEART. 
1. It is one thing to know a truth from Scripture intellectually, but 

something else altogether to feel its power. 
2. Meditation kindles the fires of love for God in our cold hearts (Ps 

39:3-4). 
iii. MEDITATION IS A BRIDGE BETWEEN HEARING AND DOING. 

1. It is not enough for us to take in truth through eye or ear. We must 
also apply this truth to our lives and put it into practice (Jam 1:22-25). 

2. Meditation helps us obey by pressing our hearts toward application. 
Until we act on what we see in Scripture, all else remains theoretical. 
Ultimately God is interested in our obedience. 

4. TALKING TO GOD: PRAYER 
a. God speaks to us in His Word, and we speak to Him through prayer informed by 

His Word.  
i. In prayer, we tell God about ourselves, our circumstances, and the 

circumstances of others.  
ii. We express to Him our affection, ask for his help and grace, and enjoy His 

transforming presence. 
b. The goal of prayer is the increasing transformation of the soul into the likeness, 

image, and character of Christ. 
c. OBSTACLES TO PRAYER 

i. LEGALISM: Sometimes we are more motivated by a sense of obligation than 
privilege, and begin to think of prayer in terms of law rather than grace. 

ii. SELF-SUFFICIENCY: We either let busyness crowd out time with God, or, 
when we actually start praying we try to fix ourselves up to sound or feel 
more spiritual than we really are. 

iii. UNBELIEF: It’s not that we stop believing in God altogether, but that we 
forget His character. When we imagine Him looking at us, we see an angry 
judge or a disappointed authority figure, rather than the kindness and love of 
the Father. 

d. PRAYER AND THE GOSPEL 
i. PRAYING IN JESUS NAME: THE ANTIDOTE TO LEGALISM 

1. The antidote to legalism is remembering that our access to God in 
prayer comes only through Christ. This is why we pray in Jesus’ name. 
We can come to God through Jesus, and in no other way (Jn 14:6; 
Rom 5:1-2; Eph 2:18; Heb 4:14-16; 1 Pet 2:4-5). 

2. We should not pray in order to get God to accept us. We come 
because we are already accepted in Christ! 



ii. PRAYING LIKE A LITTLE CHILD: THE ANTIDOTE TO SELF-SUFFICIENCY 
1. The antidote to self-sufficiency is remembering our helplessness and 

learning to come to the Father as little children (Mt 18:3; Mk 10:14-
15; Lk 10:21). 

2. Not only does this mean to come with humility, it also means to come 
messy and without pretense. 

a. Children are very unpretentious. They don’t try to fix 
themselves up and appear less selfish than they really are when 
they have a need. They simply cry out and expect their parents 
to help. 

3. Unfortunately, many of us have been taught to pray in very un-
childlike ways. We change our tone. We use spiritual sounding words. 
We attempt to do adoration before supplication. 

4. Consequently, we veil our hearts and pretend to be something we’re 
not. We try to act all grown up and in the process lose our sense of 
helplessness. 

iii. PRAYING TO THE FATHER: THE ANTIDOTE TO UNBELIEF 
1. The antidote to unbelief is to remember the Father’s character as our 

kind and loving heavenly Father (Mt 6:8, 26-28). It is our little faith 
that keeps us from believing that He will also take care of us (Eph 
3:20). 

a. God’s “capacity for giving far exceeds [our] capacity for asking.” 
– F. F. Bruce 

5. THE RIGHT USE OF DISCIPLINES 
a. RECEIVING VS. ACHIEVING 

i. Using the disciplines wisely does not mean checking things off a religious 
to-do list (Lk 18:9-14). 

ii. Do not approach the disciplines as if you are benefiting God or meriting His 
favor. When you come to the overflowing fountain of divine grace, do not 
bring a cup full of self-sufficiency, thinking you can add something to God’s 
infinite mercy. Come instead with an empty cup of need for God to fill. 

b. COMMUNION WITH GOD VS. COMPARTMENTALIZING 
i. One reason our resolves do not last is because we compartmentalize our 

lives, dividing the sacred from the secular. We treat Bible reading and prayer 
as sacred duties, but then live daily life with little thought of God. 

ii. If your quiet times aren’t raising your awareness of God’s presence in the 
other ordinary moments of the day, you may need to rethink your strategy. 
The goal is not merely to meet with God in a sacred place, but to walk with 
Him throughout the day. 

 



c. MEASURED REGULARITY VS. SHORT BURSTS 
i. Sometimes we go hard after God with short bursts of energy that quickly 

fizzle and fade. New commitments to spend hours in prayer or reading 
Scripture are difficult to sustain. The disciplines benefit us most when we 
practice them with measured regularity. 

ii. To keep your soul in constant cultivation requires the daily engagement of 
your heart in fellowship with God. Only by regular and sustained exposure 
to the light of His presence, as you walk with Him throughout the day, will 
the image of Christ be formed in you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LESSON 12: THE REFINER’S FIRE – SUFFERING 

1. EVERYTHING IS BROKEN 
a. The pathways of our lives are far more often paved with adversity than strewn with 

flowers. From near and far, we have all seen people endure trials of every sort: 
i. Financial – poverty, debt, bankruptcy 

ii. Vocational – unemployment, stress, lawsuits 
iii. Relational – strained friendships, communication struggles, conflict, 

wayward children, infidelity, divorce 
iv. Emotional – guilt, fear, disillusionment, discouragement, depression 
v. Physical – chronic pain, terminal disease, suicide, death 

b. None of us are mere observers. We are all participants in pain. Life is hard for 
everyone. 

c. All of this adversity, affliction, pain, and death stems from one basic cause: the 
world is fallen.  

i. Since the moment of man’s initial rebellion against God we have lived under 
a curse (Gen 2:17; 3:16-19). 

ii. Though unwillingly subjected to futility, even the material creation groans as 
it awaits eventual rebirth (Rom 8:20-22). 

d. Yet there is good news in the middle of this mess. God’s answer to the brokenness 
of our world was not to abandon and give up on it, but to redeem it. 

e. By sending His Son to bear the dreadful curse of our sin (Gal 3:13), and then 
raising Him from the dead, God has inaugurated the new creation (1 Cor 15:20-
28). 

2. OUR GOD IS A SUFFERING GOD 
a. Any discussion of human suffering rightly begins with a two-part recognition.  

i. Suffering is an alien invasion into God’s good creation that results from 
human rebellion and sin. 

ii. Suffering is addressed by our saving God in the cross and empty tomb of 
Jesus. 

b. It is not only humanity that has suffered as a result of sin. God Himself chose to 
suffer both with us and for us in order to rescue and redeem the good world He 
created. 

c. The ultimate answer to human suffering, then, is in the suffering of God Himself 
through the cross (Heb 2:9-10, 18; 4:15; 5:10). 

d. You and I may have very little control over how much we suffer. What we can do, 
however, is choose to cooperate with the Lord’s perfecting process by responding 
to suffering in faith.  

 



3. GOD’S ULTIMATE PURPOSE THROUGH SUFFERING 
a. The writers of Scripture felt the reality of suffering keenly and addressed it often. 

One of the most profound passages addressing suffering is found in Rom 8:28-29. 
Paul’s words offer an insight that should radically transform our perspective on 
suffering.  

b. In this passage we see that God uses suffering – all suffering, without exception – 
to accomplish His ultimate purpose and our everlasting good. God uses suffering 
to conform us to the image of Christ. 

c. The good promised in Rom 8:28-29 is a complex good in which the dark threads 
of evil and suffering, culminating in the cross, are woven together by God to 
accomplish His ultimate purpose. He aims to produce a new race of human beings, 
restored in His divine image, who will live in a new world. 

4. THE NEW RACE: TRANSFORMED HUMAN BEINGS 
a. On the personal level, Scripture promises the final and consummate 

transformation of our bodies (1 Cor 15:42-43, 49; Php 3:20-21). 
b. We will be fully human, gloriously transformed in both soul and body, made like 

our glorified Lord, in both physical and moral perfection.  
c. This is the goal toward which we reach. We make advances in sanctification now 

that are both lasting and important. But we are still waiting for the full 
consummation of God’s redeeming work.  

5. THE NEW WORLD: TRANSFORMED CREATION 
a. The hope of the glory of God also has a cosmic dimension. 

i. The OT prophets declared this with confident hope (Is 65:17; 66:22; Hab 
2:14). 

ii. The realization of this hope through the Christ, the conquering king and 
triumphant lamb, is captured in Rev 21:1-5. 

iii. The cosmic proportions of this renewal of the earth are also evident in Rom 
8:19-23. 

b. We are hoping for nothing less than a resurrected earth – the renewal of the fallen 
created order itself (Isa 11:6-9; 65:17-25; 66:22). 

c. God’s grace has already dawned in the coming, living, dying, and rising of Jesus 
Christ. Through faith we have access into that grace now. But the consummation 
of the grace has not yet arrived. We wait for it eagerly. 

d. However, we must face the hard truth that these promises are not for all people. 
Scripture never holds out hope of a utopia for all of humanity. 

e. These passages also do not even begin to suggest that in this life all of our 
problems will be solved, the whole of our sufferings will end, or each of our 
difficulties will turn out okay. 

 



 

6. TRUSTING THE FATHER WHEN WE SUFFER 
a. It is far more difficult to trust in God’s sovereign goodness and wisdom when we’re 

actually in the midst of trials. It’s always easier to trust God in theory, when things 
are going well, than it is to trust Him in practice, when we are suffering. This is 
why Jesus taught us to trust our Father (Mt 10:29-31). 

b. THE PROVIDENCE OF GOD 
i. Jesus’ teaching assures us that our lives are governed not by blind fate, or 

random chance, but by the wisdom and goodness of our all-knowing Father. 
ii. The Heidelberg Catechism defines the providence of God as: “The almighty 

and everywhere present power of God; whereby, as it were by His hand, He 
upholds and governs heaven, earth, and all creatures; so that herbs and grass, 
rain and drought, fruitful and barren years, meat and drink, health and 
sickness, riches and poverty, yea, and all things come, not by chance, but by 
His fatherly hand.” 

iii. The next question in the catechism asks, “What advantage is it to us to 
know that God has created, and by His providence does still uphold all 
things?” The answer is very helpful: “That we may be patient in adversity; 
thankful in prosperity; and that in all things, which may hereafter befall us, 
we place our firm trust in our faithful God and Father, that nothing shall 
separate us from His love; since all creatures are so in His hand, that without 
His will they cannot so much as move.” 

c. TAILOR-MADE TRIALS 
i. The problem is that suffering usually seems so random. It appears to be 

without purpose. It feels harmful to us, not helpful. But it’s really all one 
package, one purpose, with all things pointing in one direction: God is at 
work to conform us to the image of His Son. 

ii. The tough stuff in your life doesn’t just happen. Your circumstances are 
sifted through the fingers of a wise and loving Father. As a master artisan, 
He knows which tools to use in your life, precisely where to use them, and 
exactly how much pressure to apply. 

d. A GOSPEL-SHAPED PERSPECTIVE ON TRIALS 
i. The language immediately following Rom 8:28-29 is lavishly embedded 

with promises that are ours in the gospel. 
1. God has predestined, called, justified, and glorified us (30). 
2. God is for us (31). 
3. God has demonstrated His love for us (32). 
4. We are declared not guilty (33). 
5. We are not condemned (34a). 
6. Christ is our advocate (34b). 



7. Nothing can separate us from God’s love (35-39). 
ii. We cannot always readily perceive the love and goodness of God in our 

circumstances. But the gospel invites us to look beyond our situation to the 
sacrificial love of our saving Lord. 

e. HOW GOD USES SUFFERING 
i. GOD USES SUFFERING TO TEACH US HIS WORD. 

1. It makes our hearts more receptive to God’s transforming Word (Ps 
119:67, 71, 75). 

ii. GOD USES SUFFERING TO WEAN US FROM IDOLS. 
1. The Lord does not give us new revelation of truth when we suffer. He 

uses trials to wean our hearts from idols, our other sources of hope, so 
we might set our hearts on Him and His Word. 

2. The weaning process often begins as God uses suffering to unveil 
sinful dependencies and desires we didn’t even know we had. 

3. When our hearts loosen their grasp of idolatrous desires, we will 
discover afresh the sweetness of the gospel and God Himself (Ps 
119:50, 92, 107, 153) 

4. Without suffering, our hearts are easily divided between God and the 
world, like a needle being pulled by two magnets. God sometimes 
removes the magnet of earthly comforts, so that our whole heart may 
be drawn to Him. 

iii. GOD USES SUFFERING TO DISCIPLINE US. 
1. The writer to Hebrews teaches us to view affliction as our Father’s 

loving discipline (Heb 12:5-11). 
2. Suffering hurts. Yet, even while granting the pain of present affliction, 

Scripture teaches us to look upward to our Father’s tender care. We 
should not grow weary with God’s discipline, but view it as a badge of 
sonship. 

3. God is not impulsive in His discipline. His discipline is purposeful 
and good. 

4. We should also draw a distinction between God’s fatherly discipline 
and punishment for guilt. When we suffer as Christians, God is not 
punishing us for our sins (Ps 103:10-13). He is not giving us what we 
deserve. 

iv. GOD USES SUFFERING TO TEST AND TO PURIFY OUR FAITH. 
1. Through suffering, God reveals the genuineness of our faith – or lack 

thereof (1 Pet 1:3-7). 
2. The reality of our faith is revealed when we rejoice in our 

imperishable, undefiled, and unfading inheritance, even though we are 
grieved with various trials. 



3. On the other hand, Jesus taught that those who desert Him because 
of tribulation and persecution show that the seed of the gospel has not 
penetrated deeply enough into their lives (Mt 10:20; Mk 4:17). 

4. Endurance will never develop apart from suffering (Job 1:13-19; 2:7-
8; 23:1-10; Rom 5:3-5; Jam 1:2-4). 

5. Suffering, then, is the crucible that makes endurance possible and, as 
we endure, affirms and purifies our faith. Adversity is a fiery test that 
reveals the quality of our trust in Christ and results in our greater 
steadfastness and maturity, and Christ’s greater praise. 

v. GOD USES SUFFERING TO INCREASE OUR USEFULNESS. 
1. Sometimes, God uses suffering to work on our character, so that we’ll 

be more dependent on Christ, and as a result, more useful to others 
(John 15:1-2; Rev 3:15-16). 

2. Sometimes, God positions us in difficult circumstances that 
paradoxically make us more effective. These circumstances, from a 
human perspective, place unwelcome limitations on our lives. But we 
don’t see what God sees (2 Cor 1:3-7; 4:7-12; Php 1:12-14). 

3. This is the paradox of the cross in our personal lives. God brings 
blessing to others through our weakness. The gospel achieves victory 
through our apparent defeat. 

vi. GOD USES SUFFERING TO PREPARE US FOR GLORY. 
1. We must learn to view our trials as seeds of eternal glory planted in 

the soil of our present lives. It’s difficult to see past the immediacy of 
poverty, divorce, cancer, or persecution. But faith in Christ enables us 
to look to the unseen (2 Cor 4:16-18). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LESSON 13: LIFE TOGETHER - COMMUNITY 

1. RELATIONSHIPS IN THE DRAMA OF REDEMPTION 
a. As believers, we hunger for both greater Christlikeness (to be less selfish) and for 

deeper relationships (to feel less isolated). That these two desires work in tandem 
shouldn’t surprise us; God created us for relationships (Gen 2:18). 

b. As God’s image-bearers, we are inescapably relational. Our relational nature is 
reflected in Jesus’ summary of God’s law (Mk 12:30-31). This is the sum of what 
God requires from us, and designs for us – Love God, love people. 

c. The problem is that relationships aren’t easy. Nor are they neutral. They are 
difficult. Sin hijacks our relationships and exploits them to fortify our rebellion 
against God (Gen 4). 

d. But in the gospel, God steps in with grace, disarms sin, and by His love recaptures 
relationships. The dynamic outworking of the gospel is seen in the redemption and 
restoration of what human beings have lost through sin. 

e. Of course, renewed relationships are not only the result of God’s transforming 
grace; they are also a means for transformation. Spiritual renewal doesn’t happen in 
isolation from others. It happens in relationships. They are an inescapable and 
necessary aspect of our sanctification. 

2. OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO COMMUNITY 
a. We are made for relationships. Sometimes we long for them. And we desperately 

need them if we’re to become more like Jesus. But when we’re honest, we have to 
admit that relationships, both inside and outside the church, are hard to build. 
Community is elusive. 

b. Every culture and age has its unique challenges to community. 
c. INDIVIDUALISM 

i. Most of us spend our lives talking and thinking about ourselves. Apart from 
grace, we are hopelessly narcissistic and self-focused. Such attitudes are 
foreign to Scripture and deadly for relationships. 

ii. We can practice that same blind individualism in our pursuit of personal 
change. Even though something within us longs for the intimacy of 
relationships, we try to project an impenetrable image of interdependence 
and self-sufficiency. 

iii. If you and I genuinely desire to grow in grace, we must live in the reality that 
spiritual formation and our relational commitments are not separate pursuits, 
but inseparable aspects of the same goal. 

d. COMPARTMENTALIZATION 
i. All too often, real-life connections simply run on a different track from 

church and remain unredeemed and unredemptive. This approach – life as a 



series of unconnected boxes – makes the growth of authentic, comprehensive 
Christian relationships impossible. 

ii. Do you relate to church as one of many balls you are trying to juggle? One of 
many compartmentalized, unrelated boxes? Or do you view the body of 
Christ as a network of gospel-centered relationships at the very hub of life in 
the Spirit? 

iii. Living with community as the hub requires a radical reorientation of our 
lives. Among other things, it will mean planning our schedules to maximize 
time with people, so that relationships with other believers are actually 
treated as a priority. The failure to do this probably accounts for the low 
levels of satisfaction so many people feel with the church. 

e. BUSYNESS 
i. We live under the tyranny of the urgent, letting urgent things push aside 

more important things. Then, when we get so burned out attending to 
urgent things – many of them relatively unimportant – we flee for rest and 
recreation to what is neither urgent nor important.  

ii. We also let many non-urgent activities crowd community out of our lives. 
We try to do more than is even possible. Most of us keep cramming things 
in, only to have something else fall out. We are not going to get more time. 

iii. If you want authentic community, you will have to do less of something else. 
f. MISLEADING EXPECTATIONS 

i. The ideal church does not exist. We don’t live in an ideal world, and there 
are no ideal people. We live in the real world, where real people are sinners 
and relationships are inherently messy and difficult. 

ii. The reason relationships are so difficult is because none of us are yet fully 
conformed to the image of Jesus. Sin remains within us.  

iii. Though we are saved by grace, the church on this side of glory is still a 
society of sinners. The failure to realize this sets us up for huge 
disappointments. 

iv. If God is going to use us in one another’s lives, we must be part of the 
church that truly exists, not the church we wish would exist. 

3. A BIBLICAL PORTRAIT OF THE CHURCH 
a. DIVERSE METAPHORS OF THE CHURCH 

i. For many people, the church is primarily a building or an organization. This 
perception is understandable, but Scripture pictures the church not as a 
building, but as a people, not as an organization, but as an organism. 

1. The church is the bride of Christ, the object of His special affection 
and sacrificial love (Rev 19:7; 21:2, 9; 22:17; cf Eph 5:25-33). 

2. More frequently, the church is called the body of Christ – many 
individual, interdependent members living under the lordship of 



Christ, the head of the church (Rom 12:4-5; 1 Cor 10:17; 12:12-27; 
Eph 1:23; 2:16; 3:6; 4:4, 11-16; 5:23, 30; Col 1:18; 3:15). 

3. The church is the temple of God, made up of living stones and 
indwelt by the Spirit (1 Cor 3:16-17; Eph 2:19-22; 1 Pet 2:4-8). 

4. The church is a flock, shepherded by faithful leaders who serve under 
Christ, the Chief Shepherd (Lk 12:32; Jn 10:16; Acts 20:28-29; 1 Pet 
5:1-4). 

5. The church is the household, or family, of God (Eph 2:19; 1 Tim 
3:15; 1 Pet 4:17). 

6. The church is the pillar and buttress of the truth; a pillar because the 
church displays the truth, a buttress because the church protects the 
truth (1 Tim 3:15). 

7. The church is a colony of heaven (Php 3:20; cf 1:27). 
8. The church is a special people who are possessed by God (Titus 2:14; 

1 Pet 2:9), with Peter also using the OT language of chosen race, 
royal priesthood, and holy nation, and Paul referring to the church as 
the new man or new humanity (Eph 2:15). 

ii. Together, these metaphors show us the value God places on the church, the 
intimate relationship He shares with it, and the organic unity that 
characterizes its members. 

b. UNIFYING MARKS OF THE CHURCH (ACTS 2:42-47) 
i. A GOSPEL COMMUNITY 

1. Both faith and discipleship – initial conversion and ongoing 
transformation – are dependent on this devotion to the apostolic 
teaching of the gospel. The church is a community both created by 
the gospel and sustained by the gospel. 

ii. A WORSHIPFUL COMMUNITY 
1. Our experience of grace overflows in joyful worship. Worship is the 

ultimate goal of our spiritual formation, with the apex of worship 
taking place in the gathered community. This is the destiny toward 
which we are moving (Rev 5:9-10). 

iii. A SACRAMENTAL COMMUNITY 
1. Christ discloses Himself in a special, sanctifying (but not regenerating 

or justifying) way to those who receive the elements with faith (Lk 
24:35; 1 Cor 11:26). 

iv. A RELATIONAL COMMUNITY 
1. Devotion to fellowship (koinonia) means far more than getting 

together and eating a lot. It means having a common share in 
something greater than ourselves: fellowship with God, His Son Jesus 
Christ, and the Holy Spirit (1 Jn 1:3; 1 Cor 1:9; 2 Cor 13:14). 



2. To be devoted to fellowship is to be caught up into the Trinitarian life 
and fellowship of God. 

3. Such fellowship has a hard, practical edge to it that loosens our grip 
on material possessions and opens our hearts in generosity to others. 

v. A MISSIONAL COMMUNITY 
1. Your mission should be an overflow of life together. You shouldn’t 

just be involved in mission; you are the mission. 
2. An authentic community built around the presence of the living God 

revealed in Jesus Christ and indwelt by the Holy Spirit is the single 
most powerful argument for the reality of God (Jn 13:35). 

3. We proclaim the gospel and pray for the Spirit’s power (Acts 4:29-30) 
as we walk in the transforming power of the gospel together. 

4. TRANSFORMATION IS A COMMUNITY PROJECT 
a. The purpose of the spiritual gifts is to build up the body of Christ. Without the 

bodybuilding ministry, we will remain immature children (Eph 4:7-14). 
b. The key to growing together into Christ’s image is to “truth” in love.  

i. The Greek verb actually doesn’t make reference to speaking. It includes the 
notions of maintaining, living, and doing the truth. 

c. Spiritual maturity is the result of a mutual, loving truth-oriented ministry. This 
balance of truth-plus-love is crucial.  

i. “Love without truth is like doing heart surgery with a wet fish. But truth 
without love is like doing heart surgery with a hammer.” –Tim Chester 

ii. We must embody truth, not just express it. So truth, fused with love, is 
incarnated in our lives as we live it out with one another. 

iii. The combination of powerful truth wrapped in self-sacrificing love is what 
God uses to transform people. 

d. The body only grows as each part is connected to the whole and communicating 
with the whole. Only under these circumstances can each individual part fulfill its 
unique role. Christ, as the head of this spiritual body, endows the church with gifts 
in order to equip us to serve one another. And he supplies each of us with the 
strength and grace to work properly, each doing his or her part. 

e. What does loving, truth-oriented ministry to one another actually look like? We 
get the answer from the many “one another” commands given in the NT. 

i. GET TOGETHER (ROM 16:1-16; 1 COR 16:20; 2 COR 13:12; 1 PET 4:9; 5:14) 
1. While it is fine for Christian hospitality to begin more or less inside 

our comfort zone, the idea is to push beyond it, welcoming fellow 
believers who may be very different from us. 

 

 



ii. SHOW LOVE (JN 13:34-35; 15:12, 17; ROM 13:8; 1 THESS 4:9;1 PET 1:22; 1 JN 
3:11, 16, 23; 4:7, 11-12; 2 JN 1:5) 

1. Loving one another requires treating one another with the same grace 
and kindness, forgiveness and forbearance that Christ has extended to 
us. In other words, loving others is costly and painful. But it is in the 
very costliness of loving others that we become more like Jesus. 

iii. SHARE TRUTH (ROM 15:14; COL 3:16; 1 THESS 5:11) 
1. We must begin from Scripture. 
2. God has so arranged His church that we need others to help us better 

see, understand, and apply the truth of the gospel to our lives. 
iv. CONFRONT SIN (HEB 3:12-14) 

1. Because sin is so insidiously deceitful, we may not even recognize the 
hardening process at work in our souls.  

v. STIR UP (HEB 10:24-25) 
1. As the dying embers of a fire need to be stoked and stirred into flame 

again, so our hearts need to be stirred into action by the 
encouragement of others. 

2. You need people in your life who consider you, who look deeply into 
the patterns of your thinking, and the ways of your heart.  

3. You need people in your life who know you so well, that they know 
how to effectively motivate you into obedient action. 

We all have the tendency to shrink away from personal relationships, especially when they 
stretch us beyond our comfort zones. But in doing so, we miss the opportunity to grow closer to 
the people God has put in our lives. This in itself would be sad enough. But consider the imago 
Dei. Consider everything we have learned in this series about the extraordinary measures God 
has taken to rescue us from our sins, reconcile us to Himself through the gospel, renew us in 
His image, and make us part of the new community He is redeeming for His glory.  

You see, the saddest thing about neglecting community with other believers is that it sets us at 
cross-purposes with the very reason for which we were redeemed. We are, in fact, setting 
ourselves against the heart of reality itself. For God, who is ultimate reality, is a community. 
And to experience the joy of His love, you cannot remain outside of fellowship. You have to 
join the dance, and through grace alone you can press in. 

 


