FOUNDATIONS FOR SPIRITUAL GROWTH

Thinking Rightly About God

As Christians (followers of Christ), we should seek to grow closer to the Lord. Our desire should be to be formed spiritually until we become Christlike (Gal. 4:19; Romans 13:14). A question for us is, “Do we want to become more like Jesus?”  Or, do we just want God to meet our needs and make us happy?  If we answer the first question in the affirmative, then we are on our way to becoming disciples of Christ. If our focus is on the second question, then we are living as consumers that sample from God when it is convenient. If our focus is on ourselves, our needs, and our perceived happiness, then we will not likely be very interested in conforming to Christ. We are actually engaging in a humanistic religion because our devotion is focused on ourselves instead of God. We will want God to serve us and give meaning and purpose to our lives. If we attempt to use God this way, we will quickly recreate God in our own image and end up with something much less than the God revealed in Scripture.

I would submit that all of us try and remake God in our own image at different points in our life. We tend to think about spiritual things from a “me-centered” perspective.  Our focus is on what we get out of the relationship, or on how we feel about things in a given moment. Our culture has taught us to do what feels good to us, so we are tempted to follow God or obey Him as long as we fully understand the benefit that is available to us in the moment. Again, this is humanism, not Christianity. I agree that there are great benefits to following Christ. He blesses us in many ways and He does give us great joy and satisfaction in life. Actually, the only way to really be satisfied is to live in union with our Creator. However, we must recognize that the spiritual life does not start with us. It starts with God. Ephesians 2:1-3 tells me that I was dead in my transgressions and sins. I followed the influence of Satan and I lived for my own desires and pleasures. I was an object of God’s wrath. Romans 3:10-12 tells us that none of us are righteous. None of us seek God.  We have all turned away from Him.  These passages tell me that if the spiritual life started with me and my desires and my feelings, then I would still be stuck in my sin. I would still be dead to God and unresponsive to Him.  So, rather than starting with my own perspective when it comes to the spiritual life, I must look to God and ask what His perspective is.  I must first think rightly about God or I will not become like Him. Could it be that a great deal of our spiritual apathy comes from not rightly seeing God for who He is?

A.W. Tozer in The Knowledge of the Holy tells us,

What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us. The history of mankind will probably show that no people has ever risen above its religion, and man’s spiritual history will positively demonstrate that no religion has ever been greater than its idea of God. Worship is pure or base as the worshiper entertains high or low thoughts of God. 

For this reason the gravest question before the Church is always God Himself, and the most portentous fact about any man is not what he at a given time may say or do, but what he in his deep heart conceives God to be like. We tend by a secret law of the soul to move toward our mental image of God. This is true not only of the individual Christian, but of the company of Christians that composes the Church. Always the most revealing thing about the Church is her idea of God, just as her most significant message is what she says about Him or leaves unsaid, for her silence is often more eloquent than her speech. She can never escape the self-disclosure of her witness concerning God. 

Were we able to extract from any man a complete answer to the question, “What comes into your mind when you think about God?” we might predict with certainty the spiritual future of that man. Were we able to know exactly what our most influential religious leaders think of God today, we might be able with some precision to foretell where the Church will stand tomorrow.

So, what do you think about when you think about God? What thoughts fill your mind? When you think about the spiritual life, do you think first about yourself? The Church? Your parents? Or, do you think first about God?  All of our thoughts about spiritual formation should begin with God. Because of grace, the spiritual life is only a response to the Divine Initiative.  Ephesians 2:4-5 tells us that even when we were dead in our sins, God, who is rich in mercy made us alive with Christ. He did this because of His great love for us. We have been saved by grace, not by our own works.  Colossians 2:6-7 tells us, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.”  God saved us by His grace. We only responded in faith. He is the initiator, we are the responders.  All life starts with Him, therefore we must look to Him and not ourselves.  

The good news is that God is not a mystery to us, at least in the sense of being unknowable. He has revealed Himself to us. We can really know what God is like! We can actually have a relationship with Him!  If I asked you, “What is God like?” what would you say? How would you describe God?  

The truth is that God is Jesus-like. When we look at Jesus, we see God. God chose to reveal Himself to us through His Son, Jesus Christ. So, if you want to know what God is like, you should only look to Jesus.  Jesus is the image of God (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15). Jesus is the “radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of His being, sustaining all things through His powerful word” (Heb. 1:3). He is the Word of God (John 1:1).  The spiritual life is not about our own fulfillment or satisfaction. It is not about our own development or about us living the “good life.” The spiritual life is about knowing God and being conformed to Him. It is about submitting to Christ as Lord and learning to walk with Him. It is about taking on His attributes and His character and becoming His follower. This only happens when we see Jesus for who He is and worship Him appropriately.

Albert Nolan, a New Testament scholar, writing in Jesus Before Christianity says this,

I have chosen this [the Christ-like God] approach because it enables us . . . to avoid the perennial mistake of superimposing upon the life and personality of Jesus our preconceived ideas of what God is supposed to be like . . . 

By his words and praxis, Jesus himself changed the content of the word “God.” If we do not allow him to change our image of God, we will not be able to say that he is our Lord and our God. To choose him as our God is to make him the source of our information about divinity and to refuse to superimpose upon him our ideas of divinity. 

This is the meaning of the traditional assertion that Jesus is the Word of God. Jesus reveals God to us, God does not reveal Jesus to us. God is not the Word of Jesus, that is to say, our ideas about God cannot throw any light upon the life of Jesus. To argue from God to Jesus instead of arguing from Jesus to God is to put the cart before the horse. This, of course, is what many Christians have tried to do. It has generally led them into a series of meaningless speculations which only cloud the issue and which prevent Jesus from revealing God to us.

We cannot deduce anything about Jesus from what we think we know about God; we must deduce everything about God from what we do know about Jesus. Thus, when we say that Jesus is divine, we do not wish to add anything to what we have been able to discover about him so far, nor do we wish to change anything that we have said about him. To say now suddenly that Jesus is divine does not change our understanding of Jesus; it changes our understanding of divinity. We are not turning away from the gods of money, power, prestige or self; we are turning away from all the old images of a personal God in order to find our God in Jesus and what he stood for.

This is not to say that we divorce Jesus from the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the Old Testament. It only means that we interpret the Old Testament through the revelation of God that we have in Jesus, not the other way around. Jesus is the clearest revelation of God that we are given and we must see Him as such.

It is so important that we start with the person and work of Jesus Christ as the focus in our spiritual life. We must have an accurate view of who God is and Jesus provides that for us. In the launching of a rocket to the moon, if NASA is just one degree off at the launch, the rocket could end up thousands of miles away from the moon. In the same way, if we have a wrong perception of who Jesus is and what He calls us to be and do, then we will end up far away from the purpose that God has for us, which is “to be conformed to the likeness of his Son” (Romans 8:29).

We do not need more devotion to religion or more religious activity. Working harder and being more devoted to false images of God profit nothing. William Temple, the former Archbishop of Canterbury once said, "If your conception of God is radically false then the more devout you are the worse it will be for you.  You are opening your soul to be molded by something else.  You had much better be an atheist."  If we build our lives on the wrong foundation, we will be cracked and broken. We cannot mature spiritually if we do not have a correct view of who Jesus is. How can we follow Him if we do not know Him?

We must endeavor to know Christ. We know Him through the Scripture, prayer, obedience, service, and through participation with the Body of Christ, the church.  Through the study of Scripture, we learn about the humanity and the divinity of Christ and we learn what He wants from us as His followers.  Through prayer, we interact with Him in faith, making our requests known to Him and hearing His voice. Through obedience, we learn that His way is best and we learn to trust Him more. Through service, we do the works of Jesus and we join Him in His redeeming activity in the world. And through participation in the church, we experience Christ in others and are strengthened by their gifts as we also serve them.  God has given us many ways to know Him and we need to experience the real Jesus, not the one that we have constructed in our own imaginations.

Knowing Christ in a New Way This Year
I want to encourage you to really know Christ this year.  In the Bible, knowledge is always relational and experiential, not just cognitive. This is why obedience is important. As we obey Christ, we get to know Him and His ways better. We experience Him. Who does Scripture reveal Him to be? What does the Bible say about Him? What does He say about Himself? What does He command us to do?  Do our lives line up with what a follower of Christ should be? In the pages that follow, we will journey through the Gospel of Matthew to see what it says about who Jesus is and about what He wants from us. We will never be a disciple of Christ if we do not really know who He is or what He wants from us. We will never be able to obey Him if we do not understand the resources that He has for us. Prior to our study of Matthew, there will be one other essay on living by the Spirit of God. It is impossible to know God and to obey Him unless we are empowered by the Holy Spirit. After we have fixed “our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith,” and are empowered by the Holy Spirit, we will be able to engage in a journey with Christ over these next few weeks that will be transforming. If there are areas of our lives that are not submitted to His Lordship, by the power of the Spirit we can repent (turn around) and submit those areas to God. If there are areas of unbelief in our lives or areas spiritual stagnation, we can ask God to revive us, renew our faith, and give us a heart for obedience.
2 Peter 1:2-4 says, “Grace and peace be yours in abundance through the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord. His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.” It is through our knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord that we experience grace and peace. Through God’s divine power we have everything we need for life and godliness through our KNOWLEDGE of Jesus. We must know (experience, perceive, comprehend) Jesus. Through Jesus’ promises, we participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption caused by evil desires. I know that I am just restating this, but we must see that the opposite is true. If I do not really know Jesus, then I will not experience grace and peace. My life will be out of sorts and I will be under the Law. I will lack power and I will live out of my human nature and weakness instead of out of the divine nature of God. I will be corrupted by evil desires and my life will bear the mark of one who is in turmoil because I know something of God but I am not experiencing His power (2 Tim. 3:5). Instead, I live by the flesh.  We should seek after God with all of our heart! We should hunger and thirst for Him, believing that He will fill us (Matt. 5:6). We should put aside other pursuits and pleasures and seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness (Matt. 6:33). If we say that “Jesus is Lord” then that should mean something.  We should seek to bring our lives under His Lordship so that we can experience His kind and gracious governance over us.

In this study, you will have a chance to encounter the claims of Jesus Christ. Open your heart to Him and ask Him to speak to you. Do not be afraid to believe in Him or submit to Him. His way is better than any other. 
We know that God is always working (John 5:17).  I challenge you to ask the Lord to show you where He is working in your life and to open your eyes to where He wants to work. Start with God and allow Him to deal with you. What does God want to do in your life this year? How can you experience Him in a fresh way? What areas of your life does He want to heal, fill, and restore? How can you bring your life more and more under His authority? How can you believe in Him more than you ever have?  How does God want you to love others more sacrificially? What works of service does He have prepared in advance for you to do (Eph. 2:10)? You will be amazed at what God does! 
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