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Abstract

This paper suggests a pastoral care response to the issue of sanctification and theological determinism. The response, as with all true pastoral care, is based upon a biblical and historical theology of sanctification. Thus, this paper addresses the issue of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility in the practical outworking of progressive sanctification. What is God’s role in progressive sanctification? What is the Christian’s role in progressive sanctification? Where does the twain meet? This paper seeks to help the soul physician (pastor, soul care-giver, spiritual director, Christian counselor, and lay spiritual friend) to understand and apply a spiritual theology of progressive sanctification. Specifically, the paper explores how we help others to connect and cooperatively work with God who works out our sanctification.
Introduction


Tom McCall, in his ETS paper The Metaphysics of Sanctification and the Problems of Pastoral Care: Questioning Theological Determinism (henceforth referred to as “McCall” with title and pagination based upon an August 2007 draft), introduces his readers to “Leroy.” Leroy is a “composite sketch of several parishioners and students” (McCall, p. 1). McCall notes that Leroy struggles with sexual sin at two primary levels.


At an existential level, Leroy longs for victory. He wants to experience progressive sanctification that makes him more and more free from sexual sin and more and more like Christ in his actual life, but he is not experiencing growth in grace (McCall, pp. 1 and 6).


McCall also sees Leroy as struggling at a theological level. Leroy wonders: “If I really am one of the elect, and if God is really good, then why does God determine that I sin this way?” (McCall, p. 2, emphasis added). Leroy is a determinist; he believes that God ordains all things. “And sometimes he is tempted to conclude that it simply must be true that God has decreed that he will continue to engage in sexual sin” (McCall, pp. 1-2).

McCall states that compatibilist determinists “believe that freedom and responsibility are compatible with determinism” (McCall, p. 4). He then contends that compatibilist theological determinism is “incompatible with a theologically responsible and pastorally sensitive doctrine of sanctification” (McCall, p. 2). 


McCall notes that theological determinism raises many “intriguing and troubling questions about the problem of evil . . . As interesting as these are, however, I want to focus on another problem for the theological determinist: that of remaining sin in believers” (McCall, pp. 5-6). He then succinctly states his core question. “Put differently, the issue can be focused in this question: what pastoral counsel does the theological determinist offer Leroy?” (McCall, p. 6, emphasis added).


Now McCall has moved from the existential question and from the theological question to the pastoral theology question. In fact, in his conclusion, McCall calls for an answer to this pastoral theology question. 

I am well aware that I certainly can’t claim to have all of the answers on these difficult but important issues. [Although I do think that Scripture has much to say that is clear enough (on this see John N. Oswalt, Called To Be Holy: A Biblical Perspective, Nappanee, IN: Evangel Publishing House, 1999), and that the broad Christian tradition is very helpful in pointing the way forward. Unfortunately however, a positive presentation of an alternative view is a larger undertaking than I have space to attempt, and at any rate such was not my remit.] (This bracketed section was a footnote in McCall’s original paper.) We are all working to better understand the mysterious and gracious presence and activity of God as he “breaks the power of cancelled sin” by renovating our affections and remolding our lives and loves. I am convinced, however, that whatever exactly the correct formulation of the doctrine of sanctification is, it isn’t one that relies upon or incorporates determinism (McCall, p. 29).


Because of my background in pastoral theology, pastoral care, spiritual formation, and biblical counseling, this paper responds to McCall’s request. It offers one possible positive presentation of a pastoral response to the issue of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility in growth in grace.

Unlike McCall’s “Leroy,” the “Leroys” that I have pastored and counseled over twenty-five years of ministry have never asked me to help them untangle the theological web regarding why God ordained them to sin. These men and women—counseled in one state-run mental health inpatient unit, one Christian high school, three pastoral ministries, two private Christian counseling practices, and three theological seminaries—have been astute enough either experientially, theologically, or both to know that, “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death” (James 1:13-15). 


Having counseled hundreds of theological students, seminary professors, pastors, and professional Christian counselors, the “Leroys” of my ministry have consistently asked the pastoral sanctification question. Normally they state it not as a question but as a one-word imperative. “Help!”   


Using my counselor acumen replete with listening skills and interpretive analysis, I typically translate their one-word plea into a one-sentence question. “So you would like us to explore how you and God can work cooperatively to find ongoing victory over this sin?” To which they incredulously, but hopefully, reply, “Yeah, isn’t that what I just said???!!!” 


It is from this practical theology perspective that this paper suggests a pastoral care response to the issue of sanctification and theological determinism. The response, as with all true pastoral care, is based upon a biblical and historical theology of sanctification. This paper addresses the issue of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility in the practical outworking of progressive sanctification. What is God’s role in progressive sanctification? What is the Christian’s role in progressive sanctification? Where does the twain meet? This paper seeks to help the soul physician (pastor, soul care-giver, spiritual director, Christian counselor, and lay spiritual friend) to understand and apply a spiritual theology of progressive sanctification. Specifically, the paper explores how we help others to connect and cooperatively work with God who works out our sanctification.

Peter Pan with Amnesia


In addressing progressive sanctification, the Apostle Peter urges disciples to avoid the Spiritual Peter Pan Syndrome: babes in Christ refusing to grow up in Christ. “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation” (1 Peter 2:2). 

To avoid the Spiritual Peter Pan Syndrome, we need to understand that we are neonatal saints—saints for sure, but at the inception of our regeneration we are baby saints. How do we grow? How do we become more like Jesus?


Likewise, Peter exhorts Christians to avoid the Spiritual Amnesia Syndrome: victors in Christ forgetting to live out our victory through Christ. 
For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. But if anyone does not have them, he is nearsighted and blind, and has forgotten that he has been cleansed from his past sins (2 Peter 1:8-9).


To avoid the Spiritual Amnesia Syndrome, we need to ponder how nikao saints experience victory through Christ. We are nikao saints—more than conquerors in Christ, freed from sin to righteousness through Christ, but still in a battle to experience our victory in Christ. What is the nature of our battle? How do we live victorious lives in our combat against the world, the flesh, and the Devil?    


Growth in Christ and victory through Christ are essential principles for soul physicians. They inform us that in working with neonatal saints we move from soul OB/GYNs to soul pediatricians helping the growing child of God to live a healthy, whole, holy life. These principles teach us that in working with nikao saints, we assume the role of spiritual personal trainer or coach, assisting the maturing spiritual athlete to run the race and finish the course victorious for and through Jesus.     

Neonatal Saints Growing Up in Christ: Progressive Sanctification


Positional sanctification teaches what Christ has already accomplished for us and who we already are in Christ. Progressive sanctification demonstrates how we make real in our daily experience what is already true about us. 

Sinclair Ferguson accurately links positional and progressive sanctification. Sanctification is “the consistent practical outworking of what it means to belong to the new creation in Christ” (Ferguson, “The Reformed View,” in Christian Spirituality, p. 60). John Stott concurs.

So, in practice we should constantly be reminding ourselves who we are. We need to learn to talk to ourselves, and ask ourselves questions: “Don’t you know? Don’t you know the meaning of conversion and baptism? Don’t you know that you have been united to Christ in his death and resurrection? Don’t you know that you have been enslaved to God and have committed yourself to His obedience? Don’t you know these things? Don’t you know who you are?” We must go on pressing ourselves with such questions, until we reply to ourselves, “Yes, I do know who I am, a new person in Christ, and by the grace of God I shall live accordingly” (Stott, Romans: God’s Good News for the World, p. 187).

Henry Holloman offers a succinct biblical definition of progressive sanctification.

Through faith in Christ a person is born into God’s family and becomes His spiritual child. God has planned that His spiritual infants grow to spiritual maturity, and this requires that they practice biblical principles of spiritual growth and receive spiritual nurture from other Christians. The spiritual growth of Christians is called “progressive sanctification” (Holloman, The Forgotten Blessing, p. 2).


God is in the holiness business. Holiness includes moving from spiritual infancy to spiritual maturity. “The divine agenda for the rest of my life on earth is my sanctification” (J. I. Packer, Rediscovering Holiness, p. 60). 


What does sanctification “look like”? “It” looks like Jesus. It looks like you and me looking like Jesus. The plot line of the saint’s life is to be like Jesus. Speaking of progressive sanctification based on positional sanctification, Stott teaches: 

Already the image of God, marred by the fall, has been stamped on us again. The new man, which we assumed at our conversion, was “created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph. 4:24, RSV; cf. Col. 3:10). And since that day, in fulfillment of God’s predestination purpose that we should be “conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom. 8:29), the Holy Spirit has been transfiguring us “into his likeness from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor. 3:8, RSV; cf. 1 Jn. 2:6) (Stott, The Epistles of John, p. 119).  

The historic Westminster Confession of Faith offers a classic definition of the nature and process of progressive sanctification.


I. They, who are once effectually called, and regenerated, having a new heart, and a new spirit created in them, are further sanctified, really and personally, through the virtue of Christ’s death and resurrection, by his Word and Spirit dwelling in them: the dominion of the whole body of sin is destroyed, and the several lusts thereof are more and more weakened and mortified; and they are more and more quickened and strengthened in all saving graces, to the practice of true holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord.     


II. This sanctification is throughout, in the whole man; yet imperfect in this life, there abiding still some remnants of corruption in every part; whence ariseth a continual and irreconcilable war, the flesh lusting against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh. 


III. In which war, although the remaining corruption, for a time, may much prevail, yet, through the continual supply of strength from the sanctifying Spirit of Christ, the regenerate doth overcome; and so the saints grow in grace, perfecting holiness in the fear of the Lord (Smith, The Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 13, “Of Sanctification”).


These definitions encapsulate hundreds of New Testament passages teaching the twin truths that we are new in Christ, yet we are still to grow in Christ. We are saved by grace, yet we are still to grow in grace. “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18). We can summarize the New Testament teaching (in my studies, I have collated 192 New Testament passages that discuss growth in grace) on the nature and process of growth in grace:
· Positional Sanctification—We Are Already:

· Forgiven: New Nurture—Who We Are to Christ (Sons)
· Changed: New Nature—Who We Are in Christ (Saints)
· Progressive Sanctification—Growth in Grace Is a Daily Process Based Upon:

· Faith and Neonatal Saints: Entrusting ourselves to the person and work of the Trinity by whom we are regenerated and through whom we grow in sanctification.

· Communion and Nikao Saints: Abiding in a nurturing relationship with the Trinity so that the soil of our soul remains fertile, softened ground openly receptive to the grace of Christ’s resurrection power (Kellemen, Soul Physicians, see chapters 25-27, pp. 404-479).

Examining the New Testament, three additional themes capture our attention. First, we are in a battle. Though we are regenerated, we are not perfect. Though we are dead to sin, sin is not dead to us. Sanctification is a daily process of battling against the ingrained flesh (sarx), enflamed by the world (cosmos Diabolicus), and enticed by Satan (the False Seducer).


Second, the ultimate goal of sanctification is Christlikeness defined as loving like Christ loves. The New Testament emphasizes Christlike love as the epitome of maturity. Sanctification is a daily process of renewal more and more into the image of Christ who is the image of God—into the relational image of our Trinitarian God.


Third, and most important to the focus of this paper, the responsibility in sanctification is mutual. Christians connect with and cooperatively work empowered by the Trinity. The New Testament weaves together our new nature in Christ and our power to live out that nature through connection with Christ. Philippians 2:12-13 clearly explains the paradox of God’s sovereign work and our human responsibility.   

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.

We do not work for our salvation, but we do cooperatively work with God who works out our sanctification. 

Sanctification passages interlace the sovereign work of God and the active responsibility of the believer. Colossians 1:28-29 crisply delineates our role and God’s. “We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.”


In these verses about growing in grace, Paul clarifies the goal of progressive sanctification. Perfection in Christ, or maturity in Christlikeness, involves our inner life increasingly reflecting the inner life of Christ. Who is responsible to obtain this goal? Both God and us. We struggle, agonize, work hard, and work out, but not with our own power. Instead, we cooperatively work with God’s power that so powerfully works within us.


In Galatians 4:19, Paul provides a clear description of our role as soul physicians in the process of growth in grace. “My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you.” We labor as we involve ourselves in the birth and growth of a neonatal saint, and we battle alongside the nikao saint as we engage in their battle against the world, the flesh, and the Devil.


What does God’s Word say about the process of progressive sanctification? It addresses it by asking and answering numerous practical life questions. 
How do we grow in grace daily (2 Peter 3:18)? How do we grow up in our salvation (1 Peter 2:2)? How do we become renewed in our inner person day by day (2 Corinthians 4:16)? How do we mature/grow up in Christ (Ephesians 4:13-15)? How do we maintain connection with Christ the Head who causes us to grow in grace (Colossians 2:19)? How do we abide in Christ (John 15)? How do we continue to be rooted and built up and strengthened in Christ (Colossians 2:6-7)? How do we agonize and struggle with all his energy which so powerfully works in us (Colossians 1:29)? How do we make every effort to add to our faith, goodness . . . (2 Peter 1:5-9)? How do we strengthen ourselves to cooperate with the grace of God; how are we to be strong in the grace that is in Jesus Christ (2 Timothy 2:1)? What role do we play as soul physicians in assisting babes in Christ to grow from infancy to maturity in Christ (Galatians 4:19)? What process do we teach and what procedures do we suggest to our spiritual friends as we guide them toward growth in grace (1 Timothy 4:7-8)?


In summary, when we explore progressive sanctification we are asking, “How do we remain vitally connected to Christ who is the umbilical cord of our spiritual life, who is the nutrient that sustains, heals, reconciles, and guides us? How are we to work cooperatively with the Trinity to become more like Jesus?” (Kellemen, Spiritual Friends, see chapters 1-4, pp. 7-82 for development of sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding).  

Nikao Saints Experiencing Victory In Christ: 
Resurrection Power Multipliers (RPMs)


Sometimes we learn best how to do something by first being shown the wrong ways to do it. The Apostle Paul seems to have such a learning and teaching style. In many passages he teaches us how not to live the Christian life.  

Do Not Grow in Grace by “Trying Harder”


Paul teaches us not to grow in grace by dependence upon our own power, our own works, our own flesh. In Galatians, he wonders who has bewitched the saints in Galatia. Having been saved by faith apart from human effort, why are they now trying to sanctify themselves by works—through the power of the flesh, through human self-sufficiency?


In Colossians, he wonders what human philosophy has taken captive and deceived the saints in Colosse. Having been saved by faith, why would they attempt to live their Christian lives based on rules, rituals, regulations, and self-righteous works?  


In Philippians, Paul makes it more personal, using himself in his illustration of the wrong way to live the Christian life. Speaking to “brothers” (Philippians 3:1), that is, to believers, he warns them not to have confidence in the flesh. If anyone could have confidence in the flesh, it would be Paul. “Circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of the Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless” (Philippians 3:5-6). However, Paul counts all his human effort, both for salvation and for sanctification, as loss, as rubbish, literally, as camel dung. Good for nothing. Human effort apart from Divine grace is worthless for sanctification. Human strength minus dependence upon God’s power is helpless in our Christian warfare.  


Knowing how not to live out our sanctification, now Paul informs us how to grow in grace. What is powerful enough to produce the final product envisioned in progressive sanctification? “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection, becoming like him in his death” (Philippians 3:10). To grow in grace, to become conformed to Christ’s image, we need Christ’s resurrection power.  


Paul emphasizes the same truth in Ephesians 1:15-23. Having spoken of the Ephesians’ positional sanctification in verses 1-14, Paul moves to their progressive sanctification as he prays that they might know Christ intimately and avail themselves of his infinite power. He speaks of, “His incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 1:19-20).  


Pauline sanctification does not follow the paradigm of “Try harder!” It is not about works and human effort—it does not focus exclusively on human responsibility. It always highlights tapping into Christ’s resurrection power.

Do Not Grow in Grace by “Doing Nothing”


However, that does not mean that Pauline sanctification shifts to the other pole and says, “Do nothing!” There is a role for us to play. We do have a responsibility.  

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind (works-based righteousness, self-effort sanctification, “trying harder”) and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. All of us who are mature should take such a view of things (Philippians 3:12-15a, emphasis and parenthesis added).

Paul is not “letting go and letting God.” He is straining, pressing on, and working hard to work out the salvation that God worked in him. He unites God’s sovereign work and our human role.
Do Grow in Grace by “Communing with God”


How do we live out our sanctification in Christ? How do we grow in grace? It is not by “trying harder.” Not by human effort (only human responsibility). Nor is it by “doing nothing,” by “letting go and letting God” (only Divine sovereignty). It is not freedom from responsibility. 

It is by “communing with God,” by “connecting with Christ and his grace,” by “cooperating with Christ’s resurrection power,” and by “developing a “transforming relationship with God.”  


Since the power to grow in grace is itself a grace-gift from God, since Paul connects that power to Christ’s resurrection power, and since we have a role to play in keeping our hearts receptive to his power, we need to understand our faith-role in progressive sanctification. Our faith-role relates to, and relates us to, each member of the Trinity.

· Trust in the Father:  


Faith through Grace

· Abide in the Son:  


Union with Christ

· Be Filled with the Spirit:  

Empowered by the Spirit


J. I. Packer notes that for the Puritans communion with God was the “comprehensive reality that is central to Christian existence” (Packer, A Quest for Godliness, p. 201). We grow in grace only through a relationship with God the Father of mutual interchange, joint participation, and fellowship—koinōnia: receiving and responding to God’s grace love. My soul must be captured by my forgiving Father, my heart enraptured by his narrative of his grace love, my will surrendered to his good and generous will, and my emotions fully opened to his good heart. “The grace of God in Christ is the center of the Christian mental universe” (Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life, p. 83).  


Sanctification, just as much as salvation, begins with faith (Galatians 3:1-14). Faith is our victory that overcomes the world, the flesh, and the Devil (1 John 4:4-5; 5:4-5; Romans 6:1-8:14). We entrust ourselves to the good work that God has already accomplished in our heart. As Lovelace emphasizes, “the counselor who is attempting to move people further in sanctification should therefore begin with a strong emphasis on justification and reiterate this often in the course of his work” (Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life, p. 114). By faith, we reckon on our new nurture and new nature. In sanctification, we depend upon God’s power, the power at work when he raised his Son (Ephesians 1:15-23; 3:14-21)—God’s resurrection power. 


Sanctification requires trust in God the Father and it demands abiding in God the Son. We are delivered from the bondage of sin through the power of our union with the indwelling Christ. “As Romans 6 makes clear, the ground of sanctification is our union with Christ in his death and resurrection, in which the old nature was destroyed and a new nature created with the power to grow in newness of life” (Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life, p. 104).  


Just as we received Christ Jesus as Lord, so we continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith (Colossians 2:6-7). We are united theologically and actually in Christ’s death and resurrection. We need to abide in Christ, remaining in, residing in, sharing in him intimately, in active, practical spiritual union. Scottish Puritan pastor and author, Thomas Boston, describes our growth in grace using the biblical imagery of Christ as the Vine.

This sanctifying Spirit, communicated by the Lord Jesus to His members, is the spiritual nourishment the branches have from the stock into which they are ingrafted; whereby the life of grace, given them in regeneration, is preserved, continued, and actuated. It is the nourishment whereby the new creature lives, and is nourished up towards perfection. Spiritual life needs to be fed, and must have supply of nourishment: and believers derive the same from Christ their Head, whom the Father has appointed the Head of influences to all His members (Boston, Human Nature in Its Fourfold State, p. 296).   


Boston concludes his lengthy theological discussion of the new nature with words of counsel for growth in grace through communion.  

To you that are saints, I say, strive to obtain and keep up actual communion and fellowship with Jesus Christ; that is, to be still deriving fresh supplies of grace from the fountain thereof in Him, by faith, and making suitable returns of them, in the exercise of grace and holy obedience (Boston, Human Nature in Its Fourfold State, p. 316).  


Sanctification also obligates us to be filled with the Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the resident Counselor in every believer. He is our spiritual Care-Giver serving as the Source, Guide, and Enabler of our new life in Christ. He operates in our affections, mind, will, and emotions. 


In what power, or better, in whose power do I live? The person in Romans 7 is trying to live the good life in his own power. We need to live the good life from a good heart from the good power of the Spirit. We need to walk according to the Spirit; we need to be filled with the Spirit. When we’re told to yield to the Spirit, be led by the Spirit, keep in step with the Spirit, and be controlled by the Spirit, we’re being told to actively appropriate and personally depend upon the Spirit in our daily lives. True spirituality is not achieved in our own energy.   


To be filled with the Spirit means to saturate myself with the spiritual so that I am under the Spirit’s influence. Filling with the Spirit requires the supplanting of the old influence (putting off the flesh, not being drunk with wine—that which controls the brain/body/bone complex), and being filled up with the Spirit. It is a present tense imperative: I’m commanded to be continually emptying myself of the flesh’s influence and continually being filled with the Spirit. It is a passive voice word. I must open myself to, desire to be filled with, thirst for, and respond to the invitation to drink.  

Revving Up the RPMs


Since we grow in grace through communion with Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, it is imperative that we understand how to connect with God. We must learn how to use the means of Trinitarian connecting that God has graciously put at our disposal. I have come to label these means: RPMs—Resurrection Power Multipliers. 


Our power path to victory is humble dependence (faith) upon God to channel his power to the depths of our being. God gives grace to the humble. His strength is made perfect in weakness—in our conscious human weakness and conscious human dependence (Packer, Rediscovering Holiness, pp. 237-238).


As Paul repeatedly reminds us in 2 Corinthians, “But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead” (2 Corinthians 1:9b). “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us” (2 Corinthians 4:7). “But he said to me, ‘My grace is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me” (2 Corinthians 12:9).


The power to grow comes from Christ, but we are to avail ourselves of it. The core progressive sanctification question asks, “What is the process by which Christ’s
power rests upon and works within us?” 


The RPMs are the means by which we never sever our spiritual umbilical cord. The RPMs continually nourish us in our inner person as we “eat” and “exercise” right spiritually (John 4:34; 6:35-69; 7:37-39; 1 Corinthians 9:24-27; 2 Corinthians 3:17-18; 4:16-18; 1 Timothy 4:7-8). Spiritual victory demands the dependent, contingent, connected, cooperative life (John 5:30; 6:53; 15:1-5).  


Paul says that we receive grace for daily living the abundant life the same way that we receive grace for living the eternal life—by faith (Galatians 3-5; Colossians 2). So the question becomes: “How do we receive grace by faith in our daily life to live the abundant life?” What does it mean to do this? What would it look like? How did Jesus do this? Paul? The early Christians? Is there a pattern to follow? What does it look like in daily life to abide in Christ? To reckon myself dead indeed to sin but alive indeed to God? 


What we need is deeper insight into our practical relationship with God in sanctification. We must develop a theology of the spiritual life that can guide us into constant interaction with the grace of God as a real part of our daily lives (Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines).

Understanding Our Transforming Friendship with God


How do we develop a transforming friendship with God? It comes to us by grace through faith. We obtain transforming power by working out our own salvation with fear and trembling—with utmost seriousness—with grace-empowered and inspired spiritual discipline.


Spiritual victory requires transforming ingrained tendencies of attitude and action through living out our regeneration—the impartation of new life. The seed of new life has germinated, now it needs to blossom as we connect with Christ’s grace by faith active in love.  


Willard, in his excellent text The Spirit of the Disciplines, reminds us that the human body was made to be the vehicle of human personality ruling the earth for God and through his power. We were given dominion—a small but significant area to rule lovingly. That area is our heart, our will—what we have control over.


When we fell, life became deformed from the top down. Being separated from the life of God, we are not only wrong; we are wrung—wrung out. We are both twisted and empty, twisted out of proper shape. Robbed of the vital nutrient of grace relationships—connection—we become depraved and depleted. We are deranged and deprived (deprivation). We experience spiritual weakness caused by spiritual starvation (Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines). 



In the Fall, we died. The small reservoir of independent power resident in the flesh continued to exist as it does in all living beings. But we exist like a plant or an animal! We died spiritually. We were the only being given the spiritual ability to relate to God. When we sinned, we said, “I do not need God.” We got what we wished for—non-contingency. We hid and we hated. We broke our connection to God, became separated from the life of God (Ephesians 4:18).  


In salvation, we are reconnected to God. We are reconciled to him. This opens the way of access to him. This new nurture, this new relationship, fills our previously depleted souls. Our grace relationship with God through Christ transforms us by reconnecting us to the Spirit. We are transformed by contact with God. Spirituality is cooperative, contingent interaction with God. We are spiritual to the extent that we are integrated into God and dominated by God’s grace. The RPMs bring our total being back into effective, contingent cooperation with Christ and his resurrection power, love, and wisdom.

Experiencing Spiritual Formation Through Christ and the Body of Christ 


What do we need to grow in grace? We need spiritual formation that disconnects our bodies from the old flesh patterns and connects us to Christ and Christians. We need the effective full enjoyment of the active love of God and humanity in all the daily rounds of normal existence.


The flesh is habituated to the entrenched ways of the past inherited from Adam and ingrained through life before Christ. It is incited by the world and enticed by the Devil to act upon the potential within the body to exist for a time and in a limited scope in the power inherent in the flesh. How do we put off these old habits? How do we put to death the old ways? By connecting. Connecting with grace. How do we connect with grace? Through the RPMs (see Box 1:1).  
Box 1:1

RPMs: Resurrection Power Multipliers

Spiritual Foundation: Change Through Christ’s Word


Spiritual Theology: Preaching, Teaching, Bible Study, Personal Study, Our New Identity in 


Christ 


Spiritual Formation: Communion with Christ/Conformity to Christ


Spiritual Disciplines: The Individual and Corporate Disciplines

Spiritual Friendship: Compassionate Discernment from Christ’s Ministers


Spiritual Counseling: Individual Soul Care and Spiritual Direction

Spiritual Fellowship:
 Connection with Christ’s Body


Spiritual Discipleship: Small Group Soul Care and Spiritual Direction, and Large Group 



Fellowship and Worship

Spiritual Filling: Control by the Holy Spirit


Spiritual Empowerment: The Filling and Fruit of the Spirit

Spiritual Fruit: Character and Competence in Christ


Spiritual Ministry/Maturity: Service, Evangelism, Discipleship, Stewardship

Spiritual Family: Completing One Another in Christ


Spiritual Homes: Godly Marriages, Shepherding Parents

Spiritual Fighting: Conquering Christ’s Enemies (The World, the Flesh, and the Devil)


Spiritual Warfare/Victory: The Whole Armor of God


In part, the Bible calls this “reckoning”: bringing the old person into mind and resolutely and consciously disassociating ourselves from him or her. Put off the law of sin, the principle of sin—those “remnants of sin ingrained” in my body (brain, belly, bones) and incited by Satan and the world.    


The Bible also calls this “yielding.” We submit our members to God. We consciously direct our brain and belly (thoughts and passions) to serve righteousness habitually. Romans 6:16-18 identifies this as habitual reliance upon and relationship to Christ.  


Throughout Church history, saints have used terms like “the spiritual disciplines” and “spiritual formation” to explain this process of connecting with Christ and his resurrection power so that we can put off the old and put on the new. The historical practice of the spiritual disciplines of spiritual formation move us to a spiritual responsiveness and openness that empowers our embodied personalities toward a readiness and an ability to connect with Christ’s resurrection power. They are activities of mind and body that help to bring the whole self into cooperation with God and his grace so we can experience more and more of him and his resurrection power. They empower us to actively appropriate and depend upon God’s Spirit in our lives: to live by, be led by, yielded to, filled with, controlled by, walking in, and keeping in step with God’s transforming, indwelling Holy Spirit.


The spiritual formation categories that I provide in Box 1:1 offer one way to classify the various means of connecting ourselves with Christ’s resurrection power. As I have studied the Word, pastored churches, shepherded believers, counseled people, and taught about the spiritual life, I have developed these categories as one helpful way to conceptualize the individual and corporate disciplines of the sanctified life. Ponder each category with me.


By spiritual foundation, I mean change through the preaching, teaching, and personal study of the Word of God. Through these we learn who we are in Christ and to Christ. We cannot grow in God’s grace apart from immersion into God’s Word. We connect to him as we feed on his living and active Word which nourishes our spiritual life.

I am using spiritual formation both for the entire process, and for one aspect of the process. Spiritual formation is the classical name given for the practice of spiritual disciplines, both individual and corporate. These include such individual disciplines as prayer, meditation, silence, solitude, fasting, frugality, and many more. They include the corporate disciplines of mutual confession, body life, fellowship, worship, and many others. We grow in our receptivity and openness to Christ’s resurrection power through these historic Christian disciplines of the faith. 


My third category of resurrection power multipliers is spiritual friendship. By this I am highlighting the ministry of soul physicians and the arts of soul care, spiritual direction, mentoring, encouraging one another, one-to-one discipleship, and biblical counseling. We connect to Christ as we connect to Christians. We grow in grace as spiritual friends help us to sustain, heal, reconcile, and guide our faith in Christ.  


 Spiritual friendship is a companion to spiritual fellowship. Whereas spiritual friendship recognizes how connection with one other Christian prompts connection with Christ, so spiritual fellowship discerns that connection with the Body of Christ in group settings also nourishes our relationship to our Savior. This can include small group ministry as well as large group fellowship and worship. Spiritual friendship and spiritual fellowship remind us that relationships are the greatest spiritual disciplines.  

Spiritual filling is yet another powerful means of tapping into Christ’s resurrection power. It is our responsibility to yield our human spirit to the Holy Spirit. We are to walk in step with the Spirit, be filled with the Spirit—controlled by his passions and evidencing his fruit—the character of Christ.


The category of spiritual fruit (not to be confused with the fruit of the Spirit) indicates that ministry for Christ is another avenue for connecting to Christ.  Evangelism, teaching, serving, discipling, these all motivate us to be strong in the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Doing ministry for Christ in a fallen world is draining. As we pour ourselves out for others, we learn how frail we are, how needy we are. So we cling to Christ to empower us. We connect with Christ to equip us.  


Spiritual family recognizes that the godly relationships in our homes are another form of resurrection power multipliers. Relationship with those who love us enhance our receptivity to the love and power of our heavenly Father.


Spiritual fighting is the final category, at least in my conceptualization of the RPMs. Part of our responsibility in the sanctification process includes availing ourselves of the whole armor of God. Through these we defeat the world, the flesh, and the Devil. We put off the old and put on the new.


Taken together, I intend these eight categories to represent the types of activities that Paul undertook and that we are to undertake as we press toward the mark of the prize of the high calling of Christlikeness. These categories of responsibility answer the questions, “How do we remain vitally connected to Christ who is the umbilical cord of our spiritual life, who is the nutrient that sustains, heals, reconciles, and guides us?” “How are we to cooperatively work with the Trinity to become more like Christ?”
Conclusion: Counseling Leroy

Given this response paper, how would I interact with Leroy if he said what no counselee has ever said to me? “Bob, if I really am one of the elect, and if God is really good, then why does God determine that I sin this way?”



The “conversation” which follows assumes an ongoing engaged trialogue,
 not a one-sided monologue. However, because of space constraints, only the counselor’s side of this vital conversation, and only sporadic possible pieces of it, can be presented. Additionally, since Leroy presents as a biblically and theologically astute counselee, the counselor’s language will match his—speaking in theological language, always applied to life. 

Trialoguing about Sin, Temptation, God, and Leroy

“Leroy, I’m encouraged by your obvious knowledge of theology and commitment to Scripture. You are asking a complex theological question with intricate personal implications. In fact, the biblical way of thinking always relates truth to life (Philippians 1:9-11), theology to practice (2 Timothy 3:16-17), and knowledge to relationship (Matthew 22:35-40). So we have to address your question as a ‘You-and-God question.’ In other words, this is not some abstract theological debate, but rather a matter of how you see and relate to God and how you apply the whole counsel of God to your daily life.”


“Let’s talk about your specific question, using the principle of interpreting hard-to-understand passages, by easier-to-understand statements. James says, “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death” (James 1:13-15). So, whatever the theological-personal answer is to your question, it is not that God determines that you sin. I wonder what ideas and images of God led you to that question. . .  .”

Trialoguing about God’s Sovereignty, Personal Responsibility, and Leroy


“Leroy, now that we have a much better personal understanding of what motivates your initial question; let’s interact about how growth in grace relates to your situation. Taken together, the Bible demonstrates that the responsibility in sanctification is mutual. God wants you to connect with and cooperatively work empowered by the Trinity.” 

For example, Philippians 2:12-13 clearly explains the paradox of God’s sovereign work and our human responsibility. “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” Colossians 1:28-29 crisply delineates our role and God’s, interlacing God’s sovereign work and our active responsibility. “We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.” 


“Leroy, in light of passages like these, I wonder what issues may be at work in your life that would lead you to highlight God’s role while de-emphasizing yours. . . .”

Trialoguing about How Not to Have Victory


“Leroy, I’ve found that in helping a Christian to find a growing level of victory over besetting sins, that it is essential that I come to understand how that believer has tried to find victory in Christ. Leroy, for you, with this specific pattern of sexual sin, what has worked and what has not?”

“Leroy, in listening to your battle against sin, it appears to me that at times you tend to fall toward one extreme or another. And it’s interesting that the extremes tend to highlight one side or the other of the God’s Sovereignty/Human Responsibility issue. On the one hand, at times you have tried to have victory over these sexual sins by trying harder—a focus totally on your own effort, on human responsibility, to use the theological template. At other times, you have tried to have victory by letting go and letting God—a focus exclusively on God’s role, on God’s sovereignty, to use the theological term.” 


“That makes me ponder at least two important questions. One is, how’s that working for you, Leroy? The other is, what might it say about your relationship to God that you find it hard to work cooperatively with him? It’s either him or you, but not him and you. What do you make of that?”


“Leroy, those are powerful and practical insights. It sounds to me that perhaps a major issue in what feels like enslavement to sexual sin may in fact be a symptom of a deeper issue. Is it possible that you are turning to what Jeremiah calls ‘broken cisterns’ (Jeremiah 2) in order to try sinfully to meet a deeper God-created longing for connection? It’s more than ironic that the very way you try to find victory over sexual sin, is one more way in which you disengage from God. In sexual sin, you are disconnecting from God by displacing God with sexual addiction. In trying to overcome sexual sin you are disengaging from connection with God. Perhaps the deeper heart issue is this overarching pattern of relational disengagement from God. . . .” 

Trialoguing about How Leroy Can Remain Vitally Connected to Christ


“Wow. Your openness to biblical exposure (Hebrews 4:12-13) is so refreshing. More importantly, it is freeing. You are moving on a path toward a whole new way of connecting with God in every area of your life. This not only frees you, it frees us to work together to help you to work together with God.” 


“So let’s explore together the core progressive sanctification question, ‘How do you remain vitally connected to Christ who is the umbilical cord of your spiritual life, who is the nutrient that sustains, heals, reconciles, and guides you? How can you work cooperatively with the Trinity to become more like Jesus?’” 


“What’s fascinating about these questions, Leroy, is that they motivate us to relate deeply with our Triune God. To connect to God, the Bible tells us that we must trust in the Father, abide in the Son, and be filled with the Spirit. Let’s talk about those three components in your relationship with God—in general, and then specifically related to victory over these besetting sins. . . .”

Trialoguing about How Leroy Can Avail Himself of God’s RPMs


“Leroy, since we grow in grace through communion with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, it is imperative that we understand how to connect with God. We must learn how to use the means of Trinitarian connecting that God has graciously put at our disposal. I’ve label these: RPMs—Resurrection Power Multipliers. There’s no ‘magic’ to these labels, Leroy. They are simply my current best attempt to organize the various biblical-relational ways by which we never sever our spiritual umbilical cord. They ask and answer the question, ‘How do we develop a transforming friendship with God?’ I see it in your eyes, hear it in your voice, and sense it in your heart, Leroy. You long for that transforming friendship with God. . . .”


“Leroy, as you likely know, throughout Church history, Christians have used terms like ‘the spiritual disciplines’ and ‘spiritual formation’ to explain this process of connecting with Christ and his resurrection power so that we can put off the old and put on the new. In fact, Calvinists and non-Calvinists, compatibilists and non-compatibilists alike have come to the similar conclusion. But more pertinent to your daily life, Leroy, God wants to use the historical practice of the spiritual disciplines of spiritual formation to move you to a spiritual responsiveness and openness that empowers you toward a readiness and an ability to connect with Christ’s resurrection power. Let’s take a look at these means through which you and God will team up to defeat not only sexual sin, but all manner of sin. . . .”

Trialoguing about Sending Leroy into Life Equipped for Victory through Connection 


“Leroy, it’s been a wild, wonderful ride together in our spiritual friendship. As we’ve worked together—think about that—you and I have worked together, connected; we’ve seen increasing victory as you’ve pressed toward the mark of the prize of the high calling of Christlikeness. It seems to me that it’s time for commencement. You and Christ and the Body of Christ are consistently connecting. You’re ready to fly, not solo; just without me as your ‘counselor co-pilot.’ You’re ready to fly because you are remaining vitally connected to Christ and Christians.”

“Oh, one more thought, Leroy. How would you interact with someone now if they came to you with the question you brought to me? ‘Leroy, if I really am one of the elect, and if God is really good, then why does God determine that I sin this way?’”
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�True biblical counseling is not a one-way monologue. Nor is it even a two-way dialogue. Rather, it is a three-way trialogue—the counselor, the counselee, and the Divine Counselor engaged in a dynamic, personal exploration of how God’s truth relates to the daily life of the counselee. 






