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One of the things I do every year throughout Lent is to read the Gospel of John, or at least from 

chapter 13 onwards. It is a wonderful soul-training exercise. And of course it builds to a climax in 

Holy Week with the  soul-destroying events of Good Friday and the astounding power of God that 

conquers death seen clearly through the resurrection of Jesus on Easter Day. 

 Over the last couple of years, when I have done this, I have been struck afresh by a single 

sentence that often goes unnoticed, but which I believe identifies for us the one aspect of what it 

means to be a Christian from which everything else flows. It is found in verse 3 of Chapter 17. It is 

the only place in the entire Bible where Jesus himself gives us a definition of eternal life.  

 John records Jesus as saying: “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true 

God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.” I wonder if that is how you would define eternal life? 

 Until I started to reflect upon this verse I used to define eternal life as “the hope that 

Christians have for what happens after death.”  And I think that is how many people see it. But 

apparently not Jesus. Jesus takes the time element out of it completely. For him, eternal life is not 

something that happens after death. For him, it happens the moment we enter into a relationship 

with God. For him, it is about the quality of life not its chronology.  

And the quality of life that he speaks of is not primarily physical, emotional or material, 

though there are such elements to it. No, primarily it is spiritual. It is the degree to which we know 

God and become like Jesus. That is why, in our reading from Philippians, Paul does not say he 

wants to get to heaven but that he wants to “know Christ”.  

So, according to Jesus, the ultimate goal for his disciples is not about getting into heaven – it 

is simply to know him. But what does it mean, “to know Jesus”?  

Well, what does it mean to know anyone? Think about it this way. I may know about Prince 

Charles, David Attenborough or Lewis Hamilton from having read about them or from seeing them 

on TV. I may even have read things they have written or listened to them speak on the radio. But, 

knowing about them is not the same as knowing them. From what I have read or heard or seen, I 

cannot tell how they would react in any given situation. I cannot know what really makes them 

laugh or cry, what angers them or motivates them. I cannot really know them without meeting them 

and spending time in their company.  

On the other hand, generally speaking, I do know how Lyndsey, my wife, will react in most 

situations. I know all sorts of things about her that no one else does because I know her like no one 
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else does. I have spent the last 23 years of my life living with her and I have learned all sorts of 

things about her in that time.  

And to know Jesus is exactly the same. The author, Dallas Willard, comments on Jesus 

definition of eternal life with these words: “This may sound to us like mere ‘head knowledge’. But 

the Biblical ‘know’ always refers to an intimate, personal, interactive relationship with God.” 

(Willard, The Divine Conspiracy, P. 59) We cannot know Jesus without meeting him spiritually 

and without spending time in his company.  

It is often said of couples that the more time they spend together the more they become like 

each other because they are influenced by each other. I believe it’s also said about dogs and their 

owners! It is also how we become like Christ. His company gradually rubs off on us. His thoughts 

gradually begin to fill our minds so that we begin to act and speak as he would do. And this process 

of becoming like Christ is called “spiritual formation.”  

I try to think about spiritual formation in this way. There is an outer me – my body – that is 

constantly being shaped by what I eat and drink, how much I sleep and exercise. You may be able 

to tell that I have done a little too much of one and not enough of the other over the last few weeks! 

I may do those things well or badly, intentionally or unintentionally but I am doing them all the 

time and my body is being formed, for better or worse, by them, all of the time. 

But there is also an inner me – my thoughts, desires, will and character – which together 

form my spirit. This too is being formed all of the time by what I see, read, hear, think and do. 

Spiritual formation is the process by which this inner me is being shaped and this formation is 

happening to all of us all of the time, for better or for worse. It’s what those of us who are involved 

in our Covenant groups are thinking about at the moment. 

And we can tell how we are doing spiritually by periodically asking ourselves questions 

such as, "As time goes by am I becoming more or less loving towards God and other people? Am I 

becoming more or less generous, or patient, or forgiving? Am I experiencing more or less of God's 

joy and peace in my life?" From a physical perspective, we all know about the need to have our 5 a 

day if we are to have a healthy diet but have you ever stopped to think about what their spiritual 

equivalent might be? 

As we rapidly approach the season of Lent, now is a really good time for such self-

reflection. Sometimes, however, when we ask ourselves such questions, we do not like the 

conclusions we come to because we recognise that in some areas of our lives we are actually 

moving away from God, not towards him. So the really big question is how do we ensure that our 

spirit is being formed in a good way? 
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In his book, “The Good and Beautiful Life,” James Bryan Smith talks of how to “know 

Christ” and to grow spiritually will only happen when we take seriously Jesus’ words in our 

reading from John 15 about abiding in him. He says this:  

“Disciples of Jesus learn how to be with Jesus in order to become like Jesus. Most of us 

would like to live with joy. The majority of people I know would like to be thought of as good 

people. I know very few people who would not like to have more peace. Jesus says that these things 

naturally will become part of our lives and our character if we abide in him. But apart from him we 

can do nothing; we cannot bear this fruit of the Spirit any more than a cut branch can bear fruit.” 

(Smith, The Good and Beautiful Life, P. 207-8) 

 But how do we abide in Jesus? What does that look like? Smith goes on to say, “to abide 

means to rest and rely on Jesus, who is not outside of us, judging us, but inside of us, empowering 

us. The more deeply we are aware of our identity in Christ, and of his presence and power that are 

with us, the more naturally we will do this...” (Smith, The Good and Beautiful Life, P. 208-209) 

 So it is vital we understand our basic identity to be people in whom Jesus Christ dwells. 

Now often, we believe faith to be about trying as hard as we can to live lives that we hope will 

please God. We fear that if we don't God will get angry with us. And then our motivation for living 

a good life becomes to stay out of trouble with an angry God rather than allowing the amazing love 

that God actually has for us to so transform our hearts and minds that it draws from us a response of 

love and joy not fear. Our challenge is not to try and live a good life. It is simply to allow Jesus to 

grow more in our hearts so that his character influences ours. 

For me, this happens when I keep my mind and heart set on Jesus’ presence with me. In 

Colossians 3 Paul counsels, “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on 

things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not 

on earthly things.” And in Philippians 4 he puts it this way, “Whatever is true, whatever is noble, 

whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is 

excellent or praiseworthy – think about such things... and the God of peace will be with you.”   

The more we feed our minds and hearts with good things the more we will abide in Christ. 

But the opposite of course is also true. The more we allow our hearts and minds to be fed by all the 

rubbish that is peddled through the vast array of media outlets we are exposed to, the more difficult 

it will become to set our minds on things above. We only have to consider the effect that some of 

our right wing newspapers have on reflecting, or perhaps I should more accurately say, influencing 

the thoughts and words of many people which are then transmitted around the globe via social 

media. The Duchess of Sussex is just the latest in a long line of people who have suffered at their 

hands. What we read, what we hear, what we are told has a massive impact upon what we think and 
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what we do. That is why some politicians focus incessantly upon getting across sound-bites or 

catch-phrases, such as “fake news” or “Get Brexit Done” because they know it has an impact. 

But it’s not just political slogans that feed our minds. Everything around us does, and our 

souls are influenced in one way or another. 

In his book, “The Me I Want To Be,” John Ortberg describes the process of spiritual 

formation, and the difference between “flourishing” or “languishing”. He writes: “The journey 

begins with your spirit, which becomes empowered by God’s Spirit. Flourishing – being connected 

with the Spirit of God – is available all the time. When your spirit flourishes, you are most fully 

alive. You have a purpose for living. You are drawn to put on virtue and put off sin. 

The mental life of your flourishing self is marked by joy and peace. You are curious and love 

to learn. You do this in your own unique way by reading, talking with people, listening or building. 

You ask questions. You are not easily bored. When negative emotions arise, you take them as cues 

to act. 

Your languishing self, on the other hand, feels uneasy and discontent inside. You find 

yourself drawn to bad habits – watching too much TV, drinking too much alcohol, or excess 

spending – because they anesthetize pain. In the languishing self, thoughts drift toward fear or 

anger. Learning does not feel worth the effort. You think about yourself a good deal. 

Along with your spirit and mind, when you flourish, your time begins to be transformed. You 

have confidence that whatever life throws at you will not overthrow you. When the day dawns, you 

awake, with a sense of expectancy. You have a vibrant sense that things matter. You begin to 

receive each moment as a God-filled gift... 

Your flourishing self pours blessings into your relationships. You find other people to be a 

source of wonder. They often bring you energy. When you are with them, you listen deeply. You are 

struck by their dreams. You bless. You are able to disclose your own thoughts and feelings in a way 

that invites openness in others. You quickly admit your errors, and you freely forgive. 

But relationally, your languishing self is often troubled. You are undisciplined in what you 

say, sometimes reverting to sarcasm, sometimes to gossip, sometimes to flattery. You isolate. You 

dominate. You attack. You withdraw. 

But as God grows you, he wants to use you in his plan to redeem his world, and you find 

him changing your experiences... You live with a sense of calling... You become resilient... You get 

better. You grow. What could you want more than to become the person God created you to be?” 

(Ortberg, The Me I Want To Be, P. 17-18) 

Listening to those descriptions of flourishing and languishing, I wonder, which one 

describes you best at the moment? Perhaps as we approach Lent and as we work through this 6-part 
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theme preaching series, you could reflect upon the state of your spiritual health by asking some of 

those questions I mentioned earlier and by finding spiritual exercises to nourish and stretch you. 

John Ortberg concludes by saying: "To be spiritually alive means to receive power from 

God to have a positive impact on your world." St Irenaeus, one of the Early Church Fathers, 

expressed it like this, “The glory of God is a human being fully alive; and to be alive consists in 

beholding God.”  

The challenge before each of us as we seek to know Christ and to allow him to form us 

spiritually is to make time to behold God within our everyday experiences.   Amen. 

 

 


