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Thank you, God,

  for my family, friends, colleagues, and students

  whose love, encouragement, and prayers

  have been and continue to be conduits of your grace to me.

  May each reader be blessed in similar ways.


  
HOW TO USE



  THIS BOOK


  You could read through this book and begin to incorporate these rhythms in your life without reading this page, but you may miss the intent woven throughout the following chapters. Though each self-contained chapter focuses on a means of grace, there is an intentional sequence to the whole. The hope for optimal spiritual transformation orchestrated by God will involve engagement with his Word. “Getting into the Word” and “The Word Getting into Us” form that foundation. The next few means (“Silence and Solitude,” “Fasting,” and “Prayer”) are designed to heighten your ability to reduce the desensitizing distractions that interfere with knowing, recognizing, and becoming more frequently drawn into the presence of God. As you grow in understanding of the condition of your heart, you will be better able to sense the grace God extends to believers through “Confession,” “Conference,” and even “Suffering.” “Biblical Hospitality,” “Biblical Thanksgiving,” and “Service” will alert you to the outward opportunities that reflect your growing sensitivity to God’s Spirit. Living “Celebration” actualizes the foretaste of your participation in the culmination of human history.


  The following questions—based on the chapter divisions—are designed to foster reflection and to facilitate community through dialogue. Though useful for personal contemplation, these questions draw participants in small groups toward caring for each other’s soul.


  
    •     Which word or words found in the Definition of the means of grace were the most meaningful to you? Why?


    •     Explore further one of the passages from the Old or New Testament in the Letting the Word Speak section. How do the surrounding texts add even more depth to your understanding of the passage cited?


    •     As you read through the Food for Thought of each means, what personal thoughts came to mind?


    •     Could you identify with any of the Pitfalls in the chapter? How? Is there a pitfall that you would add?


    •     Did the words in the God’s Stirring section serve to encourage you, or did you feel a bit of fear?


    •     After having read and practiced a means of grace, did you resonate with any of the reflections? Which one? How? Try writing your own Reflection on your experience, and share it with a friend.


    •     Which friend can you tell how you completed the Fill in the Blank sentence?


    •     What would be your own Closing Thought?


    •     If you read a selection from the Helpful Reads, what additional help was offered?

  


  There are no right or wrong answers. Sharing your reflections with others will cultivate the kind of community where people grow closer to God and to one another.


  
INTRODUCTION



  STIRRED CHOCOLATE MILK


  Grace. You’ve heard it defined as “God’s riches at Christ’s expense” or as “unmerited favor.” These are a good start. More fully, grace is the way God has chosen to act toward creation and, specifically, toward all humankind. God’s gift of his Son, Jesus Christ, is the ultimate expression of grace extended to undeserving people. The gift of the Holy Spirit, who takes the things of God and presents them to the soul, also enables believers to live transformed lives. This is yet another expression of God’s grace. God’s changelessness means that this is the way he will always communicate his kind disposition and transforming power toward us. Our growth in godliness, or Christlikeness, then is critically dependent on God’s grace, learning to respond to the initiations of God. And all of this is appropriated by grace through faith.


  There is no season of life exempt from God’s wanting to grow our faith and our understanding of grace. Sometimes his stirring presents itself in the form of questions. Here are two that seem to persist for us: Who am I? and, How do I make my faith my own?


  The question of your identity isn’t answered by what you do or what roles you fill. Do you limit your identity to a job, bank account, car, or house? Do you think of yourself as a parent or a coach—or as who you say you are on the Internet? Do you define yourself from advertisements, song lyrics, movies, the mirror, or your blog?


  God said that we were all created in his image. This image was present in the first human beings and is still present in us. With the fall of Adam, that image survived but was marred. Evidence of that image is in you. Because you were made in the image of God, you are inextricably related to who God is.


  The second question is related to the first. Whether you are new to the Christian faith or have grown up in a Christian environment, you will face this question: How do I make my faith my own? It’s uncomfortable riding the coattails of parents, pastors, or some idolized heroes of the faith. If we are impressed by the mature faith of godly models around us, it may cause us to wonder how we could ever have that kind of giant-sized faith, considering our inconsistencies and irregularities. A lot of people have these thoughts and want to know, What is my own faith supposed to be like?


  If you wrestle with answering these questions, the concepts involved in spiritual formation will greatly assist you. Spiritual formation means allowing the truth of who God is and how he sees you to transform you. Spiritual formation provides the course by which we as individuals in community grow in grace and truth and marks our personal journey of faith as unique and genuine.


  Defining Spiritual Formation


  Libraries and Internet sites abound with definitions for spiritual formation. Before we go any further, let’s take a look at a few of God’s words. After all, if he plans, provides, and performs our transformation, surely his Word must speak of it. Here are some passages that reveal his involvement:


  
    •     Philippians 2:12–13: “Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” In these verses we see that God esteems us enough to invite us to join him in his work of our transformation.


    •     1 Corinthians 15:10: “But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me.” God’s grace is in believers and it manifests to others.


    •     2 Corinthians 9:8: “And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work.” God’s grace is available to us for our every need.


    •     2 Peter 3:18: “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. Amen.” We are to grow and keep growing in the wonder-filled grace and the transforming knowledge of Christ.

  


  A number of definitions of spiritual formation have been written over the years. Jeffrey Greenman, associate dean of biblical and theological studies at Wheaton College, collaborated with others to define it in this way: “Spiritual formation is the continuing response to the reality of God’s grace shaping us into the likeness of Jesus Christ, through the work of the Holy Spirit, in the community of faith for the sake of the world.”1 This definition highlights the process of God’s initiation and our response, community involvement, and the purpose. It also acknowledges the Trinity: God’s grace, Christlikeness, and the working of the Holy Spirit.


  Often spiritual formation is equated with the spiritual disciplines. There is a temptation to think of spiritual formation as the result of a formula—that if I just do certain activities, I’ll be mature. Frustration can set in, however, when we don’t see any immediate change. We must remember, however, that our spiritual formation is a lifelong process and that we are not alone in it. Indeed, each of the members of the Trinity plays a part.


  The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have roles, functions, and power in designing, modeling, and empowering us in this endeavor of receiving and allowing God’s grace to grow and strengthen our faith. God is constantly extending his grace to us. He invites us to come to him, spend time with him, and become like him. His goal is to make us like Christ. The power to accomplish this is the abiding presence of his Spirit. When we understand that almighty God is at work in us for our spiritual formation, we may feel that a huge weight has been lifted from us.


  Our part in this process is to respond to God, who is always working toward our transformation. Our individual responses take place in community. Spiritual formation has always been a communal activity, but our society’s hyperindividualistic and isolationistic trends for personal success contradict the rhythms of spiritual growth. However, as children of God we have received an incomparable helper and gift—the Holy Spirit has taken up residence in us. Christ’s Spirit now lives in us, transforming our lives to be living, breathing signposts, pointing others to God.


  A Glass of Milk


  Imagine our lives before coming to saving faith in Christ as a clear glass filled with plain milk. At a point in time, we came to the realization that we needed a Savior, Christ. We prayed the sinner’s prayer, received forgiveness, and immediately became members of God’s family. At that moment, we were given the gift of the Holy Spirit. Pouring a generous amount of Hershey’s chocolate syrup into the glass of milk pictures the fullness of the Holy Spirit given to us. Stirring the mixture with a spoon ensures the smooth blending of the chocolate syrup and milk. The stirring illustrates our involvement (or continued involvement) in such things as church, prayer, Bible study, worship, and service toward others. What is the intended outcome? Not just chocolate in milk, but thoroughly stirred chocolate milk. That’s what we are designed to become: people who evidence the working—stirring—of the Holy Spirit as he mediates Jesus Christ in our lives. Jesus continues to work in us and teach us by his Holy Spirit, maturing our belief in who God is and what he wants to do.


  Imagine another glass of plain milk. This time, though, the chocolate syrup and spoon are actionless. The syrup clearly settles at the bottom of the glass. Now compare the two glasses. Both illustrate the reality of a believer, but only one pictures a life that is growing in godliness, actualizing genuine spiritual transformation. The other illustrates the life of someone whose growth is stunted and who shows little evidence of being a true believer.


  We must be careful that we are not depending on our own power to transform ourselves. This is a pseudotransformation because it is not emanating from the Holy Spirit. J. I. Packer drew on a thought from English Puritan John Owen and put it this way: “One may be capable of performances that benefit others spiritually and yet be a stranger oneself to the Spirit-wrought inner transformation that true knowledge of God brings. The manifestation of the Spirit in charismatic performance is not the same thing as the fruit of the Spirit in Christlike character, and there may be much of the former with little or none of the latter.”2 Living the façade of the Christian life is tiring; pseudotransformation is far from the sustainable life of impact for which were we created.


  Do you know anyone who is like this glass of unstirred chocolate milk? These are people whose lifestyle shows little or no evidence of the Spirit’s power or prompting. Perhaps we don’t even have to go as far as asking whether we know someone who lives like this because we are the ones lacking the evidence of God growing us into the image of his Son. C. S. Lewis, in Mere Christianity, put it this way: “The real Son of God is at your side. He is beginning to turn you into the same kind of thing as Himself. He is beginning, so to speak, to ‘inject’ His kind of life and thought, His Zoe [life], into you; beginning to turn the tin soldier into a live man. The part of you that does not like it is the part that is still tin.”3


  The purpose of this book is to help you turn tin into tinder, producing a heart that burns consistently and steadily, like—and for—God’s heart. This kind of heart reveals a growing knowledge of and dependence on God and, in so doing, it is a heart that reveals truly who you are.


  God, in his commitment to transform us, continues to extend his grace in providing various means to stir us. A seventeenth-century saint of old, John Preston, said this about means of grace: “You must take heed of depending upon the meanes without GOD. For know that the meanes without God, is but as a penne without Inke, a Pipe without water, or a scabbard without a sword. They will not strengthen the inward man without God: for it is the Spirit that puts life in the meanes, . . . so the meanes are as pipes to carry grace into the soule.”4


  It is by grace we were called into God’s family. It is by grace we grow in truth, knowledge, and love in that family. Our journey of experiencing God’s commitment to transform us more and more into the likeness of Christ began with his grace and will continue by means of that same grace. Our spiritual formation requires a lifestyle of knowing and responding to this deep and far-reaching grace.


  The Spoon


  Returning to our image of the two glasses of milk, what does the spoon represent? Obviously, in the unstirred chocolate milk, it is positioned there, but its lack of motion has no apparent effect. In the glass of stirred milk, the spoon serves as a valuable instrument. The spoon pictures the various means of grace. Some might call them spiritual disciplines—and they would be correct—but the emphasis in grace is on the actions of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in transforming us. We are invited to engage with God’s Spirit as he changes us as we engage in God-given means for our transformation. The more we are changed, the more we long to be changed. Is this challenging? Indeed.


  Have you ever been to the Great Wall of China? It is named as one of the new seven wonders of the world. Standing on this wall, you are struck by its history, longevity, and sheer mass, and by the splendor of the surrounding terrain. To walk any of the 5,164 steps is enough to tax even the fittest—not simply because of the number of steps but because the rutted steps are quite irregular, varying in height, depth, and width. Perhaps used as part of a defense strategy, the steps posed quite a training exercise for those stationed anywhere along the wall. The steps never changed, but the abilities of those who walked them day after day did change. Their nimbleness became an advantage over any encroaching enemy, enabling them to navigate the wall with skill and agility.


  Incorporating the means of grace in our lives has similar effects. These may feel uncomfortable at first, but think about this: God esteems us by his invitation to participate with him in the process of spiritual transformation. Under the direction, guidance, and power of the Trinity, and with our cooperation, these means can be particularly helpful in our walk with God. We become more attentive to God’s stirring in our souls while plumbing the spiritual depths in becoming who we are intended to be.


  The Intended Outcome


  We must not allow the means to become ends in themselves. We are not called to become Captain Solitude or Fasting Queen, or to see who can fast or meditate the longest. We are designed to be stirred chocolate milk. Because God is love, our spiritual formation will be about loving him and loving others. Fortunately, there is no SFAT (Spiritual Formation Aptitude Test) to constantly assess this growth. Yet, there are two questions that reflect the vertical and horizontal dimensions of the love God desires us to have. They are taken from Matthew 22: 37–39: Is my love for God increasing? and, Is my love for people increasing?


  If we are completely truthful about ourselves, there are times when we must answer “No” to these questions. When that happens, we have likely let the diverting influences of the world and our unrelenting self-centeredness seep into that which directs our lives—our hearts. Because the heart houses the mind, emotion, and will, God knows how critical it is for us to pay attention to it, for from the heart flow the issues of life. If any transformation is going to take place, it must first be a matter of the heart. Our lives, then, become our hearts in motion. God will have reached his intended purpose in us when we find ourselves loving him and others more deeply and intentionally.


  God uses the means of grace to cultivate our familiarity with his movements and voice. In conjunction with his written Word, by his Spirit, our hearts become more prone to recognize his presence in our lives and better able to recognize the obstacles that thwart our obedience. Progressively, over time, we grow in godliness.


  The means of grace that are included in this book are grounded in Scripture and have been found to be helpful and of great benefit to Christians throughout history. Each chapter houses a number of key elements. First, there is a definition of the means of grace to be discussed. This will focus our attention on God’s perspective of each means. The definition is followed by a section called Letting the Word Speak. Here supporting biblical passages from the Old and New Testaments are presented with a brief comment on each. It is recommended that the reader explore the surrounding texts, as space has limited what can be included here.


  The Food for Thought section offers either a didactic or narrative perspective. The brief How To section describes the approach, whereas the Pitfalls segment alerts us to what might get in the way. The God’s Stirring component allows us to peek at the ways God works in and through these means. The Reflections from the Heart are glimpses of the life transformations of other people. After taking an opportunity to exercise a means of grace, add your own reflection in the Fill in the Blank sentence. The Closing Thought offers a summarizing conclusion to the time spent in each chapter. The final section, called Helpful Reads, suggests books that I have found helpful on the topic of the chapter.


  May you grow more familiar with God’s movements in your life as his grace and mercy become more deeply known. Enjoy mindfully walking in the company of God.


  
1



  GETTING INTO


  THE WORD


  Definition: God wants to be known, and he accomplishes this primarily through his Word and his Son. God is present in the mind-engaging, heart-affecting, life-impacting reading and study of the Scriptures. If you walk away from reading his Word relating better to him and to others, you have read it correctly.


  Letting the Word Speak


  Old Testament


  Deuteronomy 17:18–20:


  And when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, he shall write for himself in a book a copy of this law, approved by the Levitical priests. And it shall be with him, and he shall read in it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the LORD his God by keeping all the words of this law and these statutes, and doing them, that his heart may not be lifted up above his brothers, and that he may not turn aside from the commandment, either to the right hand or to the left, so that he may continue long in his kingdom, he and his children, in Israel.


  This passage records the requirements for the kings who would rule Israel. One indisputable obligation was to study and keep the Torah—the first five books of the Old Testament. Knowing and applying God’s Word is a must for any godly leader.


  2 Chronicles 34:18–19, 30:


  Then Shaphan the secretary told the king, “Hilkiah the priest has given me a book.” And Shaphan read from it before the king.


  And when the king heard the words of the Law, he tore his clothes.


  . . . And the king went up to the house of the LORD, with all the men of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem and the priests and the Levites, all the people both great and small. And he read in their hearing all the words of the Book of the Covenant that had been found in the house of the LORD.


  Here we see the people of Israel in a time of crisis. Either they were returning from exile and were puzzled about their identity, or they were coming back to God from a time of spiritual exile. The people were being called back to their God, and the identity of that generation was being redefined. These words reminded them of their beginnings and their continued existence and obligations within a covenant relationship with Yahweh.


  Psalm 19:7: “The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple.”


  C. S. Lewis wrote of Psalm 19, “I take this to be the greatest poem in the Psalter and one of the greatest lyrics in the world.”1


  This one verse pivots the reader from God’s general revelation found throughout nature and the universe to his special revelation found in his Word, the Bible. Both speak of God. Here the psalmist would be referring to the Torah, and because the Torah reflects God, it can be trusted as the firm foundation of human life. Anyone lacking sufficient experience to navigate through life’s twists and turns will find God’s Word critical to know and follow.


  Psalm 119:130–131: “The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts understanding to the simple. I open my mouth and pant, because I long for your commandments.”


  Each one of the 176 verses that form this psalm expresses the joy of having and knowing God’s Word. Wisdom for the “simple,” or inexperienced, is among the benefits of understanding and obeying God’s Word. The psalmist’s appetite for and anticipation of God’s Word is met with satisfaction and refreshment.


  Jeremiah 15:16: “Your words were found, and I ate them, and your words became to me a joy and the delight of my heart, for I am called by your name, O LORD, God of hosts.”


  Every day was a challenge for Jeremiah. It was God’s call that Jeremiah would represent God’s Word to the people, but he was consistently met with cruel and stinging reproach. Yet against the despair and rejection, Jeremiah found joy in taking the Lord’s words into his life.


  New Testament


  Matthew 22:29: “But Jesus answered them, ‘You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God.’”


  The Sadducees accepted only the Pentateuch (or Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament) and denied angelic spirits and bodily resurrection. Their close association with the political, religious, and cultural elite led to a compromise in their theology, which was further compounded by their deficient knowledge of the Scriptures and God’s power.


  Luke 24:45: “Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures.”


  In this postresurrection appearance, Jesus granted understanding of God’s message in the Scriptures to the disciples. Luke recorded their earlier blindness in Luke 9:45 and 18:34. The disciples were then able to understand Jesus as the fulfillment of Old Testament messianic prophecies.


  John 14:26: “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you.”


  The Holy Spirit reminded the first disciples of Jesus’ teaching in light of the significance of his resurrection. This was imperative because of the disciples’ responsibility in writing the words of Scripture. As the Son reveals the Father, the Spirit reveals the Christ of history to his followers.


  John 15:7: “If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.”


  The word abide appears eleven times in seventeen verses here. A critical part of abiding is allowing God’s Word to have influence in how we think and live out what we know. There is a relationship between having God’s Word in our hearts and prayer. Our transformed thinking allows us to echo the concerns that God has and then to pray for them.


  John 16:13: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.”


  Just as Jesus could do or say only what the Father wanted in order to reveal the Father, the Spirit is dependent on Jesus for everything he says, revealing the unity of God and the glory of Christ. God promises his help in the study of his Word.


  Acts 17:11: “Now these Jews were more noble than those in Thessalonica; they received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were so.”


  Paul was pleasantly surprised by the Berean (present-day Verria) Jews as they welcomed the gospel with a humble receptivity. Many believed; among them were Jews and God-fearing Greeks and men and women belonging to leading families in the city. Their reputation for studying the Word of God set the bar for generations to come. They were enthusiastic to hear from God and respond to what they heard. This kind of “examining” referred to the “cross-examining” or “testing” found in the legal process. As they applied this to the Scriptures, the Bereans sought to prove Paul’s assertion that Israel’s messianic hope was found in the death and resurrection of Jesus. They refused to be gullible or unthinking in their approach to the Scriptures.


  Romans 15:4: “For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”


  Paul frequently appealed to the purpose of Scripture. Although the Old Testament was written in the past, it has a teaching purpose in the present. The Old Testament, with its fulfillment found in Christ and the church, fosters hope in suffering and strengthens unity.


  1 Corinthians 2:9–12: “But, as it is written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him’—these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God. For who knows a person’s thoughts except the spirit of that person, which is in him? So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God.”


  Christians can know God’s thoughts only to the extent that the Spirit reveals them. Sight, hearing, and intuition are not enough to understand the heart of God. The message of the cross can be understood only by the gracious enabling of the Holy Spirit.


  Philippians 1:9–11: “And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all discernment, so that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and blameless for the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God.”


  Increasing growth in the love of God is reflected in the discernment needed to make the best or “excellent” decisions in a field of many options. This will require a deepened yearning for and engagement with God in his Word.


  Colossians 3:16: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.”


  The receptivity of the Colossians for the word of truth or gospel was apparent from the time Epaphras first preached it to them. To “dwell” was understood as something being the master of the house, not a visiting guest. To “dwell richly” or “abundantly” describes the Word as an inexhaustible spiritual resource that would have its impact on the way believers lived. The corporate context of this passage attests to the mutual responsibility to and for each other in a forgiving, loving, and thankful community.


  1 Timothy 4:13: “Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching.”


  The first of three ministry commands Paul gave Timothy is for “the public reading of Scripture.” This practice was inherited from temple and synagogue worship where the Old Testament was read. The reading of Scripture laid the foundation for the preaching and teaching that followed. God’s Word influences the formation, shaping, defining, and redefining of our individual and corporate identity.


  2 Timothy 2:15: “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.”
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