Why Am I Here? #21

“Created for Christlikeness”

Romans 8:28-30


John R. W. Stott was, in my humble opinion, one of the more brilliant minds of evangelical Christianity in the twentieth century. I have often stated that my favorite preacher to hear is Chuck Swindoll, but by favorite author to read is John Stott. 


On his eighty-sixth birthday in April 2007, Stott announced his retirement from active public ministry. He accepted no more invitations to speak, but he had one event on his calendar to which he had already committed himself: to speak at the annual Keswick (pronounced kess-ick) Convention in July. He recorded that message in his final book, The Radical Disciple, in a chapter entitled “Christlikeness.” He began,

I remember vividly the major question that perplexed me (and my friends) as a young Christian. It was this: What is God’s purpose for his people? Granted we had been con​verted, but what next?

Of course we knew the famous statement of the Westmin​ster Shorter Catechism, that “man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” We also toyed with a yet briefer statement of only five words such as “love God, love your neighbor.”

But neither seemed wholly satisfactory. So I want to share with you where my mind has come to rest as I approach the end of my pilgrimage on earth. It is this: God wants his peo​ple to become like Christ, for Christlikeness is the will of God for the people of God.


As we continue to address the question, “Why am I here?” in these Sunday morning messages, we come to one of the basic purposes of life, the goal of God for every believer. Simply put,

You were created to become like Christ.


By this I am not suggesting that we all take up carpentry, exchange our clothes for long robes and our shoes for sandals, and all grow long hair and beards. (Aren’t you ladies glad for that?) Christlikeness is not about the way we look, or even primarily about the way we act. God is far more interested in what we are than in what we do.
 Conduct is important, but character is even more important, for unless our conduct flows from our character, we are practicing religion rather than living in Christ.


This morning we begin to consider this concept of Christlikeness. We will see the plan of God for us to become like Christ, the power through which this takes place, and the process of how it happens.

The Plan of Christlikeness


Turn to Romans 8:28-30, which will be our primary (though not only) text for this message. Many of you know these words by heart, but don’t allow their familiarity to diminish the importance of their impact.


Let’s begin with verse 28: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” Our emphasis is usually on the first part of this verse, which we whip out during difficult days. For the record, I prefer the niv rendering—“in all things God works for the good”—as opposed to the kjv translation—“all things work together for good.” It is God who works for our good, not “all things.” 


My main emphasis this morning, though, is on the second half of the verse. This is not a universal promise to all people. God does not work all things for the good of everybody. Paul says this principle applies only to “those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose.” Romans 8:28 is a promise only for Christians. 


Notice the last two words: His purpose. What is His purpose for Christians? In the words of Stott, “Christlikeness is the purpose of God for the people of God.”
 How do we know this? Read on in verse 29, “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.” Now don’t get tripped up on those scary words “foreknew” and “predestined.” This simply speaks of God’s plan for our lives. And that plan is identified as this: “to be conformed to the likeness of His Son.” Christlikeness! There it is! One student of the Scriptures writes, “We may define Christlikeness as ‘a Christian’s relative similarity to Christ’s perfect character and conduct exemplified in His earthly humanity.’”
 Uh-huh…I can already see the glassy-eyed stares! That’s just theological terminology for becoming like Jesus in who we are and what we do. This is God’s purpose for your life!


Verse 30 outlines the plan of how this is accomplished: “And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.” God set the whole plan in motion from eternity past to eternity future. Before He created the universe, God laid it all out in advance. He predetermined the destiny of those who would trust in Him. He called them, He justified them, and He will glorify them in eternity to come. The emphasis here is on God’s doing—from beginning to end, God does it all! He took the initiative, He did the work, He guarantees the outcome. We simply trust in Him.


Since we are discussing big theological terms, verse 30 mentions two by name: “justified” and “glorified.” These speak of two of the three aspects of the Christian’s salvation. The three are:

· Justification – our position in Christ, accomplished in the past
· Sanctification – our progression in Christ, accomplished in the present
· Glorification – our perfection in Christ, accomplished in the future

I often wondered about this verse, “Why does Paul mention justification and glorification but not sanctification?” In fact, he does—he just doesn’t use the word! “Conformed to the likeness of His Son” is the very definition of sanctification. 

From the beginning, God’s plan has been to make us like Jesus. He announced this intention at Creation: “Then God said, ‘Let us make human beings in our image and likeness’” [Gen. 1:26 ncv]. In all of creation, only human beings are made “in God’s image.” But that image of God has been damaged and distorted by sin. So God sent Jesus to restore the full image that we have lost. We are restored to that position in justification and become more like Christ in the process of sanctification.

You see, God’s ultimate goal for our life on earth is not comfort, but character development. He wants us to grow up spiritually and become like Christ. Becoming like Christ does not mean losing our personality or becoming a mindless clone. God created our uniqueness, so He certainly doesn’t want to destroy it. Christlikeness is all about transforming our character, not our personality.
  

The Power of Christlikeness


So how is this done? Again referring to Stott, “God’s purpose is to make us like Christ, and God’s way is to fill us with his Holy Spirit.”
 The Holy Spirit is the power of Christlikeness. Remember Jesus words to the disciples in Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you…” 
This is essentially important because we cannot produce the character of Christ in our own strength. Twelve-step programs, New Year’s resolutions, hypnosis, medications, group therapy—none of these will accomplish God’s plan in our lives. It is the Holy Spirit’s job to produce Christ-like character in you. Paul writes, “As the Spirit of the Lord works within us, we become more and more like Him and reflect His glory even more” [2 Corinthians 3:18 nlt]. Only the Holy Spirit has the power to make the changes God wants to make in our lives. The Bible says in Philippians 2:13, “it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”  The bottom line is this: Christlikeness is not produced by imitation, but by inhabitation. We allow Christ to live through us.
 As Colossians 1:27 puts it, “For this is the secret: Christ lives in you” [nlt]. 

Does this mean we sit back idly, allowing the Holy Spirit to do all the work? I remember hearing the phrase, “Let go and let God,” when I was a teenager. I wondered at that time, “So, I’m supposed to do nothing when it comes to Christian living?”

The answer to that is “no.” Developing Christlike character is not automatic. We have the Holy Spirit living within us, providing the power for growth, but the process of Christlikeness is conditional. We are responsibility to obey Him at each step.
 While effort has nothing to do with our salvation, it has much to do with our sanctification. At least eight times in the New Testament we are told to “make every effort” in our growth toward becoming like Jesus. We don’t just sit around and wait for it to happen.
 

The Process of Christlikeness


This brings us to the process of Christlikeness. Spiritual maturity is neither instant nor automatic; it is a gradual, progressive development that will take the rest of our lives, and it won’t even be completed here on earth! It will only be finished when we get to Heaven. At that point, whatever unfinished work on your character is left will be wrapped up. We read in 1 John 3:2, “We can’t even imagine what we will be like when Christ returns. But we do know that when he comes we will be like him, for we will see him as he really is” [nlt]. In the mean time, each one of us is a work in progress.
 

Transformation is fairly common in fairy tales. We all know of the prince who, because of a curse placed on him by a witch, was changed into a frog and could only be changed back into a prince if a princess kissed him. And sure enough, it happened. Poof! Instant transformation from frog to prince with one little kiss.

In Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs Snow White is transformed from a coma-like sleep by the kiss of a handsome prince. And in Beauty and the Beast the beast is transformed by the love of a beautiful maiden. 

In fairy tales, transformation is glorious, sudden, and complete. Unfortunately, life is not a fairy tale, and we do not experience such sudden and complete transformation in anything. When we become Christians, we enter a spiritual transformation process that, if not understood, can be uncertain and discouraging because it usually takes longer than we ever imagined, is less complete than we wish, and is continually uncertain from our human perspective.


Our frustration arises when we confuse the process with the product. The end result of Christlikeness is glorification—that final perfection of our body, soul, and spirit when we stand before God in eternity. The present process is sanctification—that slow, imperfect development of our character and conduct to become like Christ. Christian psychologist Archibald Hart writes, 

Conformity to Christ, as I see it, is a direction in which we move. Paul himself said he was striving for that conformity, and yet I’m sure he knew that on this side of the grave he would never fully attain it. I’m suspicious of people who say they are Christlike, but I understand those who say they want to be Christlike. There’s an important distinction between the two.


Glorification is the ultimate perfection of our lives in Heaven; sanctification is the current direction of our lives on earth. Because of this, since Christlikeness is gradual in maturing, we need patience to wait. Every farmer or gardener knows the need of patience. It is no use trying to change the order of the seasons or the laws of growth which God has established. As James wrote in a different context: “the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, being patient over it until it receives the early and the late rain” (James 5:7). He was urging a patient waiting for the coming of the Lord, but he might well have applied the same meta​phor to a patient waiting for the fruit of the Spirit. We must fulfill the conditions, as we have seen, but then we must “wait for the Lord” and look expectantly to him for the harvest to come, a ripe Christian character in this life and entire likeness to Christ in the next.


What does this process of Christlikeness look like? While the details are unique in every life situation, in general God uses his Word, people, and circumstances to mold us. All three are indispensable for character development. God’s Word provides the truth we need to grow, God’s people provide the support we need to grow, and circumstances provide the environment we need to practice Christlikeness. If we study and apply God’s Word, connect regularly with other believers, and learn to trust God in difficult circumstances, I guarantee you will become more like Jesus. We will look at each of these growth ingredients in the weeks ahead. 

Many people assume all that is needed for spiritual growth is Bible study and prayer. But some issues in life will never be changed by Bible study or prayer alone. God uses people. He usually prefers to work through people rather than perform miracles, so that we will depend on each other for fellowship. He wants us to grow together. 

In many religions, the people considered to be the most spiritually mature and holy are those who isolate themselves from others in mountaintop monasteries, uninfected by contact with other people. But this is a gross misunderstanding. Spiritual maturity is not a solitary, individual pursuit! You cannot grow to Christlikeness in isolation. You must be around other people and interact with them. You need to be a part of a church and community. Why? Because true spiritual maturity is all about learning to love like Jesus, and you can’t practice being like Jesus without being in relationship with other people. Remember, it’s all about love—loving God and loving others. God is far more interested in what we are than in what we do. We are human beings, not human doings.

Many Christians misinterpret Jesus’ promise of the “abundant life” [John 10:10] to mean perfect health, a comfortable lifestyle, constant happiness, full realization of our dreams, and instant relief from problems through faith and prayer. In a word, they expect the Christian life to be easy. They expect heaven on earth. 

This self-absorbed perspective treats God as a genie who simply exists to serve us in our selfish pursuit of personal fulfillment. But God is not our servant, and if we fall for the idea that life is supposed to be easy, either we will become severely disillusioned or we will live in denial of reality. 

Never forget that life is not about us! We exist for God’s purposes, not vice versa. Why would God provide heaven on earth when he’s planned the real thing for us in eternity? God gives us our time on earth to build and strengthen our character for heaven.

God wants to transform every area of our lives. That’s why Christian growth is a process—a dynamic process. Sanctification is a long-term process through the power of the Holy Spirit. God uses His Word, other people, and circumstances to shape us. But unless we obey His Spirit, we will never arrive at the goal of Christlikeness.

I am talking about change, and change is not an easy subject. Someone once said that the only person who likes change is a wet baby! I think there’s a lot of truth to that.

A comprehensive life change can be scary. It is not easy to let go of familiar surroundings and practices. We think of all kinds of reasons why we should not make such a change.

This past week I came across a letter from then Governor of New York Martin Van Buren to President Andrew Jackson dated January 31, 1829:
President Jackson,
The canal system of this country is being threatened by the spread of a new form of transportation known as railroads. The federal government must preserve the canals for the following reasons.
One, if boats are supplanted by railroads, serious unemployment will result. Captains, cooks, drivers, hostlers, repairmen and lock tenders will be left without means of livelihood not to mention the numerous farmers now employed in growing hay for horses.
Two, boat builders would suffer and towline, whip, and harness makers would be left destitute.

Three, canal boats are absolutely essential to the defense of the United States. In the event of unexpected trouble with England, the Erie Canal would be the only means by which we would ever move the supplies so vital to waging modern war. 
As you may know, Mr. President, railroad carriages are pulled at the enormous speed of 15 miles per hour by engines which, in addition to endangering life and limb of passengers, roar and snort their way through the countryside, setting fire to crops, scaring the livestock and frightening women and children. The Almighty certainly never intended that people should travel at such breakneck speed.
Sincerely yours,
Martin Van Buren
Governor of New York


Can you imagine how different the development of our nation would have been if the fears of people like Van Buren had carried the day? We would still be living under candlelight and riding around in horse and buggy…and Illinois would probably still be the western frontier!


Change comes hard. But change we must.


It is true that God loves us just the way we are, but He loves us too much to leave us that way! His plan from before the dawn of time was that we who trust in Him would be changed—conformed to the likeness of His Son, Jesus Christ, who came to earth and died on the cross for our sins. Through Christ we are justified—put in a right position with God—and through the Spirit we are sanctified—that process of gradually being transformed into Christlikeness through the Spirit’s power. 


Will we allow for that transformation in our lives?
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