“THE PROGRESS OF THE PARDONED”





(Ephesians 2:2-3; I Corinthians 6:11; I Peter 1:23;


II Peter 3:17-18; Romans 8:29; II Peter 3:18; I John 3:2-3) 





	“Wherein (that is, in trespasses and sins) you walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that now works in the children of disobedience: Among whom also we all had our conversation in times past in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind; and were by nature the children of wrath, even as others.”





	“And such were some of you: but ye are washed, but ye are sanctified, but ye are justified in the name of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God.”





	“Being born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the word of God, which liveth and abideth for ever.”





	“Beware lest you fall from your own steadfastness.  But grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”





	“Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.”








	It is God’s intention that the Christian life be a life of steady growth, of consistent progress.  However, every Christian knows that, practically, the progress of the Christian life is more likely to occur in spurts and spasms, with many stalemates and stops along the way (especially at the beginning).  Alexander Whyte, the great Scottish pastor and preacher, said, “The Christian life is an endless succession of miraculous new beginnings.”  How right he was!  A realistic and wise Christian will seek to reduce the descent and duration of his falls and failures, and to extend the duration of his spiritual growth periods.  He will never condone any fall from the “spiritual level” of life in Christ, but neither will he unrealistically expect perfection out of fallen humanity (of which he is a representative member).





	In this study, I would like to trace the general life-history of every child of God.  I will begin at his birth and trace his entire history spiritually before he met Christ.  Then, I will trace the “growth spiral” of his life in Christ as long as he remains in this world.





I.  A PAST LIFE IN LOSTNESS





	Every saved person has logged substantial time in Satan’s camp before his salvation.  Every saved person has had a past life in lostness.  Before an individual is born of the Spirit of God, the Bible describes him as “lost.”  II Corinthians 4:3-4 says, “If our Gospel is hid, it is hid to them that are lost: In whom the god of this world has blinded the minds of those who believe not, lest the light of the glorious Gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them.”  Luke 19:10 tells us that “the Son of Man came to seek and to save those who were lost.”  Luke 15 is often called “the chapter of lost things” — a lost sheep, a lost silver coin, a lost younger son, and a lost elder brother.  Each lost object in the chapter represents a lost human being.  





	The word “lost” has often been interpreted by the evangelical Christian community in terms of human depravity and badness.  This interpretation is correct, for man is bad.  We are often shocked by personal and societal outbreaks that demonstrate this badness.  However, though this interpretation is true, it tends to hide another aspect of lostness.  A great deal more exploration needs to be devoted to the Biblical concepts conveyed by the word “lost.”  The Bible certainly presents lostness as a result of human sin, but it also reveals lostness in terms of such symptoms as rootlessness, aimlessness, loneliness, faithlessness, lasciviousness (unbridled fleshly passion), disintegration, humanism, separation, alienation, and transience.  The Bible vividly describes lost people as “clouds without water, carried about by winds; trees whose fruit withers, without fruit, twice dead, plucked up by the roots; raging waves of the sea, foaming out their own shame; wandering stars, for whom is reserved the blackness of darkness forever” (Jude 12 & 13).  These are powerful Biblical terms that describe and define lostness.





	The Bible is totally consistent in depicting the pattern of life a person follows “before Christ.”  What determines the lifestyle of a lost person?  What stimulates his conduct “before Christ”?  Three things.  First, every lost person does what others do.  He is generally a conformist (even when he “conforms to non-conformity”).  That is, he does what the world does.  Note the word “world.”  According to the Bible, the “world” is at enmity with God.  Furthermore, as a lady said to me on a plane one day, “This world is no friend of grace.”  I John 2:15 says, “Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world.  If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him.”  So what is the “world”?





	The word “world” is used in three ways in the Bible: (1) For the created world.  “God made the world.”  (2) For the total population of planet earth.  “The whole world of people.”  (3) For the social, moral and spiritual world-system which is governed by a godless viewpoint. The word “world” refers to a system of values, the perspective of mankind without God.  Thus, we might speak of  “the mental and moral perspective of this world.”  It is the last meaning I am using here.  Before a person is saved, that is, when he is lost, he does what the world does.  He goes along with God’s social enemy,. His external enemy, the world.  The lost person’s lifestyle is determined by the world.  He generally lives like others do.





	Second, every lost person generally does what he wants to do.  That is, be lives “according to the flesh.”  Again, the word “flesh” is usually given too narrow a definition by readers of the Bible.  The word is used in three ways in the Bible: (1) It is used for all humanity.  “The way of all flesh.”  “All flesh is as grass” (mortal and frail and temporary).  (2) It is used for the material part of a human being.  “He is flesh and blood,” or “flesh and bone.”  (3) It is used for the self-life of an individual when he is living independently of God.  The best way to define it is to spell out the word,             “F-L-E-S-H,” then remove the letter “H” and turn the word around: “SELF”.  The flesh, in this sense, is the selfish enemy of God, the internal enemy,  in  every human being.  The person without Christ has no choice.  Because he has only one possible polar center in his life “before Christ,” he must build his life around it.  As long as he remains without Christ, he will generally do only what he wants to do.





	When a lost person is told about the third thing that determines his life “before Christ,” his hostility and animosity are often aroused.  Many lost people indignantly protest that this certainly is not true of them.  However, the fact remains.  Every lost person on earth does what Satan wants him to do!  Satan is the spiritual enemy, the infernal enemy, of both God and man.  It is a fact that  every lost person lives “according to the prince of the power of the air (Satan), the spirit who now energizes the children of disobedience” (Ephesians 2:2).  This is not a statement about morality, but about life-control.  Satan’s purpose is served just as well by making a person as good as possible without God as it is to make a person overtly evil.  Just as the Holy Spirit of God literally energizes a Christian within to keep him saved and to produce God’s character likeness in him, so the unholy spirit (Satan) literally energizes a lost person within to keep him lost and to produce Satan’s character likeness (that of total selfishness) in him.  This certainly does not mean that every lost person is morally incorrigible or socially vicious and violent.  Those things do not manifest lostness any more than the sterile selfishness, loneliness, displacement, insecurity, guilt, etc., which I mentioned earlier.  Indeed, most lost people’s lives are characterized simply by emptiness, emptiness of God, His Life, and His Purpose.  The lost person’s life could be diagramed in this manner:
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	The horizontal line at the top represents the “spiritual birth” or “spiritual life” line.  The lost person lives below that line, while every saved person has been miraculously brought to live above that line (more about that later).  The dark dot in the lower left part of the diagram represents the moment when the person is physically born.  The dark dot on the horizontal line represents the moment of the new birth, the moment in which the person receives eternal life.  The ascending line on the left side of the diagram between the two dark dots represents the lost person’s life between birth and the new birth.  Below the new birth line, three things determine the life that the lost person lives.  First, he does what others do, or he lives according to the world.  Second, he does what he himself wants to do, or he lives according to the flesh.  If you are lost, you generally do just what you want to do.  Third, he does what Satan wants him to do, or he lives according to the devil’s plan for him.  Jesus said to very religious and very moral lost people, “Ye are of your father the devil, and his works you do” (John 8:44).





	The entire lifestyle of every lost person is determined at all times by all three of these forces -- the world, the flesh, and the devil.  The mere fact that lost people disagree or disapprove of this assessment does not change its accuracy.  Lost people are deceived as to the source, the style, and the symptoms of their lives (II Corinthians 4:4).  However, when any lost person is saved, he never fails to agree with this diagnosis.  In fact, he cannot believe that he was blind to these realities previously.  When a person is saved, he is “delivered from the power of darkness, and translated  into the Kingdom of God’s dear Son” (Colossians 1:13).  He “migrates (instantly) out of death into life” (John 5:24).  The spiritually dead person is infused with spiritual life, the very life of God.  He passes instantaneously out of darkness into light.  The blind person is made to see.  He  realizes in a miraculous “moment of truth” that all three of these terrible things were in control of him before he was saved.  He was controlled by the world, the flesh, and the devil.  This is every sinner’s life “before Christ.”  





	Indeed, these three forces — the world, the flesh, and the devil — remain the inveterate enemies of the Christian after he is saved.  A Christian’s conversion does not change the intentions or inclinations of the world, the flesh, or the devil.  These three forces are constantly at work in a believer’s life to neutralize and negate his Christian walk. 





	With regard to the world, a Christian is like a scuba diver in the ocean -- out of his element.  Albert Camus, a French existentialist and a very questionable source for Christian truth, nonetheless spoke wisely when he said: “If Christianity is pessimistic about man, it is optimistic about human destiny, but if Christianity does not stay in revolt to the world around it, Christians will live but Christianity will die.” Remember, when Jesus touched a leper, He didn’t get leprosy.  He changed the leper!  When you touch the world today, Christian, does the world get Christianity, or do you get the world’s spiritual leprosy?  Jesus said that His followers are to be “in the world, but not of it.” God is not pleased when His children participate indiscriminately in the system ruled by His enemy, the system which crucified His Son. He expects us to be insulated from the world by our position and practice “in Christ,” but He does not wish us to be isolated from the worldly people who need us most.  A wise Christian said,





			           “Let’s be a part of the world we’re in,	


                                               Yet be apart from the world’s sin.”





	With regard to the flesh, the strategy for victory in the Christian life changes.  The word “flesh” refers to that fundamental part of our humanity as “sinners in recovery” that wants its own way.  We can’t insulate ourselves from the flesh, simply because we carry it with us!  The flesh is like a radar system whose antenna is constantly scanning the environment for temptations to which it can respond.  It is always searching out opportunities to gratify itself.  





	The fact is that the flesh is so much a force in us that it contaminates us even if unyielded to.  As usual, John Bunyan, the wise author of Pilgrim’s Progress, showed great insight at this point. One of his allegorical Christian characters is a man named Faithful, and one of his allegorical seductresses toward evil is a woman named Wanton.  The names, as usual with Bunyan, speak for themselves!  Bunyan describes Faithful’s meeting  with Wanton, and how she pleaded with him, promising very alluring returns.  Faithful did not yield, but he poignantly said, “I don’t know whether I wholly escaped her or not.”  





	Charles Spurgeon, whose wisdom also seems to be “a step ahead,” said, “The probability is that the temptations of the flesh, even when resisted, do us an injury.  If the coals do not burn us, they blacken us.  The very thought of evil is contaminating.  We can hardly read a newspaper report of some sin committed without having our minds in some degree defiled.  There are certain flowers which perfume the air as they bloom, and I may say that many moral matters scatter an ill savor as they are repeated in our ears.”  These two great authors are pointing out the compliance of the world and the flesh to contaminate and corrupt every Christian.  This is why a Christian must “go on walking in the light,” and live “under the blood,” and that blood must “go on (now and every moment) cleansing him from all sin.”  This is both an insurance against fall and an assurance for the fallen.  The “precious blood of Christ” (I Peter 1:18) provides both a cleansing from sin and a covering for security in the lives of believers.





	 Let me anticipate the advancing struggle and victory of the Christian life with an illustration.  In the early days of the old West, ranchers would sometimes tie a wild horse to a burrow, and turn the two loose.  The horse would run away as if in wild protest, bucking and kicking and dragging the burrow.  The burrow would hang on, endure the wildness, exhaust the horse, and then take over, leading the horse meekly home.  Dear Christian, you may “show out” in the flesh, and it may be like a Die Hard Battery in you, and it may protest its lack of liberty to do as it pleases, but the precious Holy Spirit of God was inwardly yoked up with you at your conversion, and He will hold your flesh to Himself until He kills it — and then He will meekly lead the real you Home.    But this is an anticipation of the mature struggle of a maturing Christian.  Meanwhile, back to the beginning of the battle.





	With regard to the devil, two dangers are always with us — the danger of over-estimating him, and the danger of under-estimating him.  Both are grave dangers, and the solution is to maintain a healthy, Biblical balance of respect and resistance.  





	You see, as soon as you found a new friend in Jesus at conversion, you found a new enemy in the devil.  And the depth and degree of your friendship with Jesus will likely be matched by an equal hostility from the devil.  Henry Martyn, the great missionary to China who was martyred for his faith in Christ, said, “Ever since I declared myself for Christ, the serpent has thrown off his mask.”  When you were dead in sin and floating downstream with the world on the devil’s agenda, and there was no resistance to him, everything was relatively at peace, but once you turn upstream with Jesus, the full force of Satan’s current opposes your progress.  The force of Satan is a little like the law of gravity.  Gravity is no real known problem until you try to lift something!  


	Satan’s strategy for a Christian may be summarized in two words: “footholds” (Ephesians 4:26-27) and “strongholds” (II Corinthians 10:3-5).  A foothold is a point of access and involvement for Satan in a believer’s life.  It is a small base of operation that allows the enemy to advance.  Chuck Swindoll, in his book Stress Fractures, wrote, “For a number of years I questioned Christians being demonized, but I am now convinced.  If a ‘ground of entrance’ has been granted the power of darkness (such as trafficking in the occult, a continual unforgiving spirit, a habitual state of carnality and selfishness, etc.), the demons see this as a green light — okay to proceed.”  This “ground of entrance” is a foothold.  It should be dealt with immediately.  “That which today is only a spot, tomorrow will be deadly rot.”





	You can evict Satan as a spiritual trespasser, a squatter on someone else’s property — if you act quickly.  However, if you hug “the bosom serpent” (Nathanael Hawthorne’s phrase) to your breast, you can count on him to entrench himself — and you are now dealing with a “stronghold” in your life.  A stronghold is a fortress which Satan has constructed in your life as you have given him permission through continual carnality and selfishness.  Satan will take full advantage of your selfishness.  Someone said, “The devil is good at smearing mud on the Christian’s windows and then accusing him of being a poor housekeeper.”  You may be sure that Satan’s cohorts will make regular forays out of the fortress you have allowed him to build in your life to practice guerilla warfare anywhere they want to strike, and this warfare will continue until you evict both him and them by a miracle of the grace and power of God.  A pastor friend of mine said, “The devil uses people up, and then he throws them away.”  





	No Christian has to tolerate the activity of Satan in his life.  Make a note of this rule: “The serpent’s tail may rattle, but his head is already crushed.”  Jesus turned the weakness of His death on the Cross into a powerful victory over Satan.  He displayed him, and disarmed him, and disgraced him on the cross (Colossians 2:15).  The warfare we are fighting is simply a mop-up operation against Satan’s “last-ditch” campaign. Remember, Christian, that you have a great Champion on your side, and He is easily summoned into the battle.     





	In the clever and pleasant movie entitled “The Bear,” a bear cub (named Youk) is befriended by a giant grizzly bear.  One day Youk is cornered by a mountain lion.  The cub gathers himself and roars as loudly as he can, but it comes out as a weak little growl.  The mountain lion continues to advance menacingly, bent on the destruction of the cub.  The cub “roars” again, but the big cat keeps coming.  But suddenly, the ferocious lion begins backing up.  Then, he turns tail and runs.  The cub is satisfied that he frightened the cat away.  But unknown to him, the eighteen foot grizzly had come up behind him, and when the mountain lion was getting dangerously near, he had stood up to his full eighteen-foot height.  The mountain lion sees that he is over-matched by the cub’s champion, and he scurries away.  Do I need to explain the illustration?





	The world, the flesh, and the devil are real enemies, and we are in a real war. However, a Christian who tries to live indulgently, easily, indifferently, ignoring his mandated vocation as a Christian — in short, a Christian who has no desire for an impacting life for Christ — will never know any real struggle with any of these three enemies.  He is at best a conventional, convenience-governed, casual (“carnal”) Christian.  Christian, read the last sentence again, asking, Could this be true of me?  But nothing should be taken for granted here.  If his pattern of life is one of indulgence and indifference, it is even more probable that such a person has never been saved at all.  In that event, I am only describing a professing Christian, not a possessing Christian.  This person is still living below the “new birth” line, and desperately needs to be saved.





	Up to this point, this study has been about the world, the flesh, and the devil as “control factors” in the life of a lost person “before Christ,” and the same forces as “competition factors” in the life of a saved person.  We will now look more closely at the progress of the Christian life -- even though it be through “many dangers, toils, and snares.”   





II.  A PRESENT LIFE UNDER LORDSHIP





	When an individual is born of the Spirit of God, the Bible describes him as “saved.”  The two terms, “born again” and “saved,” are much misunderstood terms.  Neither is a mild or tame term.  The term “born again” describes the miracle of salvation.   May I repeat the word “miracle”?  The new birth is an absolute, unqualified, unconditional, top-drawer, heavyweight-championship, miracle of God.  It is as great a miracle as was the creation of the world or the resurrection of Christ from the dead.  In fact, salvation is described in the New Testament as an actual re-creation in Christ Jesus, an actual resurrection from spiritual death, and an actual birth “from above” (John 3:3), a birth produced by the Holy Spirit of God in the human spirit of man.  To put it straightforwardly, only a person who has been recreated, resurrected and reborn is saved!  And these are not fictional terms, or fantasy terms, but factual terms that describe a real and actual miracle, a miracle which instantaneously turns a lost sinner into a saved saint, a child of Satan into a child of God.  





	Remember the earlier diagram.  
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	The area below the horizontal line represents the “sphere of life” of every lost person.  His entire life as a lost person is lived below this line.  But note the place on the line where the ascending line from below contacts the “new birth” or “spiritual life” line.  The dot or point far below the line represents his birth in the flesh, his natural, biological, physical birth.  The ascending line between the two dots represents his total experience as a lost person — in which he is controlled by the world, the flesh, and the devil.  





	But then an incredible thing happens to him.  As he lived below the line, the Spirit of God was at work, convicting him of his lostness and his need of Christ.  When the horrible truth of his selfishness, sin and lostness fully “dawns on him,” it is a kind of death-blow to his old life.  He is broken in conviction of his desperate condition and simultaneously convinced of his need for Christ.  


	At one moment of time, the Holy Spirit miraculously brings him to his “moment of truth,” the moment when he is recreated (Ephesians 4:24), resurrected (Ephesians 2:1, 4), and reborn (John 3:3; I Peter 1:23) in Christ Jesus.  Until this happens in a sinner’s life, he remains understandably ignorant, cynical, and even resentful of such ideas.  For example, he reduces and tames the term “born again” into a mild decision of reformation or head belief.  The “new birth” is reduced to a religious decision or the “turning over of a new leaf” (someone said that “religious people turn over as many leaves as a national forest”).  In reality, however, it is the incredible, miraculous invasion of God’s own life into a sinner’s death and darkness.  In that instant, the lost person becomes “a partaker of the very Divine nature of God” (II Peter 1:4).  His inner character becomes an extension of God’s very own nature.  He instantly enters Eternal Life (or rather, we might say that Eternal Life enters into him) by a supernatural birth just as he had earlier instantly entered human life by a natural birth.  Though God never gives this birth independently of the sinner’s will and choice, the will and choice of the sinner no more determine the birth than did the will and choice of a baby determine his physical birth.  I repeat.  Salvation is an absolute Divine miracle produced by the God of Heaven in the human heart.  This miracle is represented on the diagram by the dot on the “spiritual life” or “new birth” line. 


    


	When a sinner is saved, he instantly crosses the “spiritual life” or “new birth” line.  Now, the remainder of his life will be lived above the line.  He will never again pass below the line.  Once the line is crossed, his new life in Christ is forever.  Once he is born, he cannot be “unborn.”  Once he is saved, since his salvation is a miracle of God, a miracle of irreversible birth (all births are irreversible), he cannot be unsaved again.  Whatever happens in his life henceforth (whether it be good or bad) will happen in the realm of the Spirit.





	When a person is born physically, he is a human being.  Whether he lives well or poorly, he is a human being.  Whether he lives or dies, he remains a human being.  Even so, when a person is born of the Spirit, he or she is a child of God.  Just as physical birth puts a new member into the human family, so the new birth puts a new member into God’s family.  After I was born of Herman and Leada Hodges, I sometimes obeyed them and occasionally disobeyed them,. But I was still their son.  They may have wanted to get rid of me as their son when my disobedience was radical or embarrassing, but they couldn’t!  They were stuck with me once they had birthed me!  The same is also true of a child of God.  By a self-commitment on God’s part, He has chosen to save people in a manner that makes them forever His children.  Whether the individual child is a good child or a bad child, an obedient child or a disobedient child, a productive child or a non-productive child, every twice-born person is forever God’s child once he is saved.





	We now want to analyze “life above the line,” the life of the saved person.  When a baby is physically born, he gets a radical, miraculous, amazing, sometimes puzzling, “blast-off” into human life.  Even so, when a sinner is truly born again, he gets a radical, amazing, miraculous, sometimes puzzling, “blast-off” into spiritual life.  The spiritual birth is as real and as literal a birth as the physical birth.  The spiritual birth is as radical as the physical birth.  The spiritual birth is as creative as the physical birth.  The spiritual birth is the beginning of as real a life as is the physical birth.  A person becomes a human being by human birth.  A sinner becomes a heavenly being by heavenly birth.  So a saved person is a human being with a heavenly life that equips him for living both on earth and in heaven.  This heavenly life is gained by a “birth from above,” which is represented in the diagram by the dot on the line.  Remember that the new birth is his “blast-off” into spiritual life.  Everything in the diagram above the line represents his new life in Christ.  





	The first thrust above the new birth line is full of thrill and wide-eyed excitement.  The saved person is full of exuberance over his new relationship with Jesus Christ. 
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	At the very beginning of the Christian life (the first upward thrust above the line in the diagram), the new believer could be easily convinced that he has become perfect and can never sin again.  “Jesus is bigger than anything, and He can secure me against any enemy.  He will surely keep me from falling.”  This attitude and feeling were described by Colleen Townsend as “the spiritual glow,” and it is exciting beyond words.  How long it lasts is unpredictable.  However, it is certain that the first flush of the new life, the first experience of the new joy, will fade.  The existence of the life does not change (except that it grows), but the experience of the exuberance and excitement of it may slowly diminish.  The Christian life was not designed to be operated on an ecstatic level, but on a joyful vocational level.  This fading of the first flush of ecstacy was described by Colleen Townsend as “the inevitable loss of the spiritual glow.”  When this occurs, the Christian life may now become a happy adjustment to an even deeper joy.





	The new-born child of God “comes back to earth again,” sometimes with a resounding thud.  The glow fades away like the reflected light on the face of Moses (II Corinthians 3).  Then, an amazing thing happens.  The new Christian finds that he is not as perfect, not as invulnerable, not as victorious, as he thought.  He “levels off,” as if he has reached a cruising altitude.  However, he is often in for another shock.  He not only levels off; he likely plunges downward again.  An old sin, which he thought he had been delivered from, makes a comeback in his life.  He “backslides” through the commitment of a “hangover,” or “carry-over,” sin, a sin which acts through his flesh.  Human beings simply do not grow up, either physically or spiritually, without falls — and some of them may be very painful and very tearful.
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	This is represented in the diagram by the first circle above the new birth line.  Note that the right side of the circle is comprised of a downward plunge.  As the Christian is in the breath-taking downward plunge, he might be tempted to believe that he has lost his salvation — or that he had never been saved.  Just think of the extremes to which he has already gone — from thinking he could never sin again to thinking he may be lost again!  This is a prime reason why a new-born Christian needs a disciple-maker, someone who will “adopt” him for spiritual nurture and “walk him through” these puzzling experiences.  He needs to learn I John 1:9, Proverbs 28:13, and I John 2:1 (and many others), storing them in his “mental bank” for withdrawals as necessary in his erratic future.  He discovers that when he “agrees with God” about his sins and their serious nature, he is restored to his previous position of happy fellowship with Christ.  Someone called I John 1:9 “the Christian’s bar of soap,” and the new believer should learn to use it every time he gets dirty with sin.  So he “rebounds” upward to fresh, full walk with Christ, relieved that the failure is behind him.





	Note the word “rebound” in the last sentence.  There are two ways in which Christians rebound from falls and failures.  I call one the “water balloon” rebound, and the other the “super ball” rebound.  Let me describe these two rebounds. 





	With regard to the “water balloon” rebound, first, fill a balloon with water until it is full and tight, hold it twenty feet above a concrete surface, and drop it.  The “smash and splash” result demonstrates one way in which Christians rebound from falls and failures.  They “smash and splash,” scattering fallout from their fall over a wide territory.  God intends every Christian to rebound fully after every fall and failure, but the “water balloon” rebound is not His provision.  Rather, the “super ball” rebound is His provision for the restoration of the sinning, failing Christian.  





	To see the “super ball” rebound, drop a super ball from the same position, twenty feet above a concrete surface.  It will rebound to the position from which its descent began (or very near it), and with any momentum at all, it will rebound beyond the point where the descent began.  This is the way God intends every believer to rebound from a fall or failure.  He intends the believer to learn invaluable lessons from each fall for his future safety (and ministry).  Just as growing children learn by falls to get beyond falls, so it should be in the life of a Christian.





	Before Thomas Edison invented the electric light bulb, it is reported that he made over one thousand substantial attempts, experiments which he hoped would produce the first incandescent bulb.  Later, an enquirer asked him, “Didn’t you become terribly discouraged over so many failures?”  Edison replied, “No, I didn’t look at it that way.  I simply learned a thousand ways not to do it, a thousand ways that wouldn’t work.” 





	It must be sadly admitted in the interest of realism and honesty that the “circle experience” comprised of temptation, sin, regret, remorse, repentance, restoration and recovery will repeat itself.    		
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	It will be noted that the circle pictured here is but one of many in the diagram.  Remember that this is the life of a Christian.  I call this life the “looping life,” or the “circle cycle.”  It tends to repeat itself over and over indefinitely during the early years of the new-born believer’s infancy and immaturity.  It is as if he makes regular trips up and down a spiritual elevator.  This kind of rise-and-fall, mountain-and-valley pattern characterizes the lives of far too many Christians.  Though it is the usual pattern of an undiscipled Christian, it is by no means God’s ideal for the newborn Christian.      


	I read an article in which a certain person was described as being “as dizzy as a termite in a yo-yo.”  I also read of a ship which sailed from South Korea to San Diego, California, loaded with a cargo of yo-yos.  On the voyage, the ship ran into a fierce storm at sea — and sank 42 times!  What a picture of the person caught in the “circle cycle” lifestyle of the baby Christian.  He exemplifies Galatians 5:17, which says that “the flesh struggles against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh, and they are opposed to one another so that you cannot do the things you want to do.”





	The Bible pictures this up-and-down struggling life in Romans 7:14-25, in Galatians 5:17, and in I Corinthians 3:1-3.  The Biblical name for this lifestyle is “carnal,” which means “self-centered,” though Christ is in the heart.  The carnal person’s spiritual chart looks like a prolonged roller coaster ride — 


				 occasional moments at the top,


                                               with long periods of dizzying drop.





	The word for “spirit” in the New Testament (pneuma) means either “wind,” or “breath,” or “spirit.”  In John 20:22, Jesus “breathed on His disciples” and commanded them to “receive (take) the Holy Spirit (holy breath).”  The “circle cycle” has a rhythm like breathing.  However, there is a lot of “gasping for air” during the frustrating plunges into sin and carnality.  The carnal life “takes a believer’s breath away” (it prevents the possibility of his being filled with the Spirit).  After a prolonged history of this looping life, the believer may despair that he will ever gain consistent victory.  It is often this very despair that casts him so helplessly and so fully upon God that God can begin the process of his sanctification and maturity.  After many loops and circles, he cries with Paul, “Oh wretched man that I am!  Who shall deliver me from this body of death?” (Romans 7:25).  This is the picture of a healthy person who is condemned to carry a corpse in close contact with his own body.  Because it is spreading its corruption into the healthy flesh, it must be gotten rid of.  When the believer cries out to God, the Holy Spirit stands ready to introduce a lifestyle of maturity and steady victory (though there will be occasional relapses into the life of the flesh).





	Let me excerpt an illustration from a recent book by Jim Cymbala entitled, Fresh Faith.  





	“When any of us goes to buy a piece of fine silver jewelry, we walk into an attractive store with aesthetic lighting and well-dressed personnel waiting to show us the various wares inside their glass cases.  Everything about the surroundings is clean and sophisticated.	





	“If we were to track that metal back to its origins, however, the opposite would be true.  A silver mine is a dark, dirty, dangerous place.  Men dreaming of fortunes have lost their lives in mines like Nevada’s Comstock Lode during the 1859 silver rush, the Real de Monte y Pachuca in Hidalgo, Mexico (largest silver mine in the world), or the ancient sources of silver in Greece and Armenia during Bible times. 





	“When the ore is brought to the surface, the work is far from over.  The crushing, amalgamating, and smelting is still yet to be done.  Silver does not melt until it reaches 960.5 degrees Celsius; only then does it start to yield up its impurities.  Both King Solomon and the prophet Isaiah had all that in mind when they wrote about God’s purging process, the purifying of our hearts and lives:  “‘Remove the dross from the silver, and out comes material for the silversmith’ (Proverbs 25:4).  ‘I (God) will thoroughly purge away your dross and remove all your impurities’ (Isaiah 1:25).





	“While all of us want our fine jewelry to be of high quality, we do not often think about the need for a similar process in our hearts.”





	The illustration tells us that we cannot expect to be “fully mature in Christ” without the pain of Heavenly heat and refinement which will remove the dross of sin and unrestrained flesh (illustrated by the plunging loops in the diagram) from our lives.





	When the defeated Christian desperately cries out to God, God not only delivers him and introduces a life of more consistent victory, He also teaches some very important lessons.  As an example, the Holy Spirit might say, “Do you see the lowest point to which you now descend in the circle?  Now, look back to the highest point you reached when you first became a Christian.”  The  cycle looks like the above diagram.
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  Now mark the highest point of the first circle, and the lowest point of the last circle.  Note that this is the picture of a cycle, or (better) a spiral (like the spine of a spiral notebook).  A spiral is not an unbroken line in one continual direction (and neither is a Christian’s life), but a series of loops, or circles, which show a considerable amount of “reverse direction,” but with the general direction always upward and forward.  So it is imperative to see that, though you have been frustrated by many failures and defeats, nonetheless you are progressing and growing.  II Peter 3:18 tells us that we are to “grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  Ephesians 5:18 commands us to “go on being filled with the Spirit.”  You are progressively advancing in this standard of the Christian life.  The many frustrating failures are for the purpose of your own edification and education, as well as for the purpose of providing experience and testimony for your ministry.  These failures are to teach you not to depend on yourself, but to depend totally on Jesus Christ.  They are to teach you to look, not at your circumstances or at other believers, but to look only at Jesus Christ (II Corinthians 3:18; Hebrews 12:2).  They are to teach you the means of victory in the continuing struggles of spiritual warfare. 





	When you are mature enough to look to Jesus in spite of circumstance, in spite of struggle, in spite of failure and defeat, in spite of sin, in spite of the absence of exuberance and excitement, He can bring you to more consistent victory.  At this point, the diagram begins to look like this:
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	    NNote that the loops or circles which represent defeats and failures are smaller and less frequent.  This part of the diagram is too consistent to picture actual experience, which may still be somewhat irregular, but it is a suggestion of “typical” experience.  The believer is learning to “keep short accounts with God,” confessing sin quickly instead of engaging in long periods of frustration, depression, despair, or hopelessness.  He turns his eyes back to Jesus more quickly now after each failure.  In fact, his history is becoming one of victory with (probable) intermittent periods of defeat, whereas at the beginning it was one of defeat with intermittent periods of victory.  He is learning to “vote against” the flesh and feeling, the accusations of conscience, and the appeals of the world and Satan.  As he does so, his life “steadies out” to more consistent victory, more consistent joy, more consistent prayer and Bible study, more consistent fruitfulness, etc.





	Just as a new-born human infant immediately begins the slow process of learning the “vocation” of human life, becoming in time (hopefully) a mature and productive adult, so the new-born Christian is immediately introduced into the slow process of learning the vocation (Ephesians 4:1) of the Christian life, hopefully becoming in time a mature and productive (reproducing and multiplying) believer.





	A thermostat is a heating and cooling monitor that regulates temperatures for a home and its heating and cooling system.  The Holy Spirit is the Christian’s thermostat, pushing him back toward “desirable temperature” when his ardor and devotion have cooled off, or when he is over-heated by anger, cynicism, resentment, hyper-active schedule, etc.





	A gyroscope is an instrument which is carried aboard a ship or an airplane to keep it in proper balance as it sails through rough seas.  One of the great problems of the Christian life is how to have proper balance, how to maintain equilibrium.  The Holy Spirit is the Christian’s gyroscope, seeking always to maintain proper balance in his life.





	“Automatic fine tuning” is a feature in a television set that readjusts its focus and sharpness, correcting any undesirable variation in its performance.  The Holy Spirit is the Christian’s “automatic fine tuner,” keeping his focus on Jesus sharp and his view of Jesus clear.





	A compass is a navigational instrument that enables a traveler in uncertain territory to find his way.  The Holy Spirit is the Christian’s compass, guiding him through the uncertainty and threat of alien territory as he finds his way Home.





	A word of caution is necessary at this point.  The tendency of a Christian who is experiencing more victory than defeat is to begin to talk about “my victory,” or “my experience.”  This often becomes a subtle plunge into pride, and has the same effect as a radical defeat.  In fact, the Spirit’s response may be to remove His restraints for a short season and allow the believer to “hang on a big one” (see the last large loop in the upward spiral in the diagram).  He may experience a downward plunge into “the dark night of the soul,” an experience that may have the same symptoms as a radical sin or a moral failure.  In such a case, the Thermostat is regulating the believer’s spiritual temperature, the Gyroscope is maintaining his balance, and the Automatic Fine Tuner is sharpening his focus on Jesus.  The Compass is providing perfect direction as the believer negotiates the painful up-and-down terrain of this unsteady experience.





	As the believer rebounds to “peak efficiency” in “walking in the Spirit” (Galatians 5:16, 25), he is full of steady joy (with occasional ecstacy) as he walks with his eyes on Jesus.  At this point, the diagram looks like this:
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	The stick figure at the right represents Jesus Christ.  The present focus of the Christian life is to be Jesus Christ (with the goal being increasing likeness to Him), and the prospective final result of the Christian life is to be complete likeness to Him.  Rembrandt, the master artist, said, “A picture is finished only when it has fully expressed the artist’s intention.”  The Bible has told us in no uncertain terms what the Great Artist’s Original Intention was.  Romans 8:29 tells us that God chose us in eternity past, and saved us in time, to “conform us to the image of His Son,” or “to make us like Christ.”  So the daily Christian life is somewhat like working a jigsaw puzzle.  There are many varying and puzzling pieces, but the Christian can work contentedly on the given piece at hand because he has “looked at the box” and knows what the total picture will look like when it is completed.





	Toyohiko Kagawa, one of the greatest Christians of the twentieth century, was captured by God’s intention from the very beginning of his Christian life.  A missionary gave him a copy of the New Testament, which he immediately proceeded to read.  A couple of days later, he returned to the missionary, having read to the story of the crucifixion of Christ.  He exclaimed, “Is this true?  Is it really true?”  When the missionary answered, “Quite true,” Kagawa fell on his knees before the missionary, bowed his head, and exclaimed in tears, “Oh, God, make me like Christ!”  





	II Corinthians 3:18 tells us that the present growth-process of the Christian life depends on our “beholding Jesus in the mirror of the Word” in a consistent way day by day, and it promises that, as we do so, we will be “transformed into His image from glory to glory” (i. e., progressively), and that this transformation is the work of the Holy Spirit.  Let me quote that verse from The Amplified Bible translation:





	 “And all of us, as with unveiled face, (because we) continued to behold (in the Word of God) as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are constantly being transfigured into His very own image in ever increasing splendor and from one degree of glory to another; (for this comes) from the Lord (Who is) the Spirit.”





	My favorite illustration of this text comes from the allegory/short story written by “our greatest American soul-student in fiction, Nathanael Hawthorne.”  The story is entitled “The Great Stone Face.”  A boy named Ernest had heard from his mother’s lips during his childhood the local prophecy that some day there should come to the valley where they lived one bearing an exact resemblance to the great stone face which they could see on the surface of the neighboring mountain.  The prophecy said that the person who came to the valley would be the greatest and noblest person of the time and would be a great blessing to those among whom he lived.  Ernest had taken the prophecy more seriously than the other inhabitants of the valley.  As he had great faith, he had the power of seeing more clearly than his neighbors the grandeur of the strange, stony outline, and so the prophecy meant more to him than to the others, and the hope of its fulfilment entered more deeply into his life.  





	As the years passed, that hope became stronger and richer to Ernest, but it became less clear to the other inhabitants in the valley, so they were deceived several times about people who came to the valley.  Each time, Earnest had great hope that at last the promised man had come, but he was always the first to discover that it was another disappointment.  But even as the prophecy’s fulfilment was deferred, it seemed to whisper reassurance to him that the person would yet come.  Ernest gave himself to doing good, as he thought the great person would do when he came.  As time went on, his life became so pure and high, and his soul so generous and wise, that the people came to him to gain from his wisdom.   Years later, when Earnest had grown old, with the grey of his hair like the mist which often hung about the face in the mountain, the people saw one day that Ernest’s features had been transformed into the exact features of the great stone face.





	Read one more time the last paragraph in which I retell Hawthorne’s story in my own words.  Note the expression, “Ernest had taken the prophecy more seriously than the other inhabitants of the valley,” and then read again II Corinthians 3:18, noting the phrase, “we continued to behold in the Word of God as in a mirror the glory of the Lord.”  Note that it is the Word of God which serves as a mirror in which we “continue to behold” the glory of the Lord Jesus.  Because Ernest had taken the prophecy more seriously than others, and thus had greater faith in its fulfilment, he had the power of seeing the grandeur of the face more clearly than they.  Thus, he became like what he looked at.  Here is the principle: What you behold, you become.  What you faithfully see, you will finally be.  What you look at lovingly, longingly and lastingly, you will become like.  No wonder we are told to keep on looking unto Jesus!  





	In one of His beatitudes at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8).  Biblically, the word “pure” contains the idea of one focus.  One theologian said, “Purity of heart is to will one thing.”  The pure in heart will see and know God because they have narrowed their focus to Jesus Christ.  They are not distracted by their own spirituality, their successes or failures, their ministry, their reputation, their own ideas of what God ought to be like, or anything else.  They spend their lives gazing in amazement and love at Jesus.  As they do so, a character transformation occurs within, and they become like Him.





	Hebrews 12:2 calls upon us to “look away (aphorao) from everything else and unto Jesus.”  So we are to deliberately choose to be continuously transfixed with Him, also deliberately disallowing any distractions that would derail the process.  I John 3:2 tells us of the final goal of the Christian life when it says, “We shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is.”  What a day that will be!  
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