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What You See is What You Be!
2 Corinthians 3:18

As you’ve heard us say on several occasions over the past few weeks, 2021 will be a unique year in the spiritual life of Bridgeway. I hope and pray it will be a truly life-changing year for all of you. I fully anticipate that it will be such for me.

During an Executive Team meeting back in November we were engaged in a bit of brainstorming about how best to help facilitate our growth as disciples of Jesus. In other words, if our personal transformation into the moral image of Jesus is one of the central elements in being a disciple of his, how should we do it? What is the most effective and sustainable way to change from what we are to what Jesus wants us to be? It is by beholding him, by seeing him in all his splendor and glory and beauty and majesty and love and power and kindness.

Now please understand something. I’m not saying that this is the only way to make progress in Christian living. But I can assure you that you will not make much lasting progress at all if it isn’t at the center of your daily spiritual discipline. Neither am I saying that this is some new discovery that has come only to us at Bridgeway. There is nothing novel about what we are proposing. The principle that I will articulate today is already present in Scripture. None of us here at Bridgeway made this up. It’s been there from the beginning. So let’s talk for just a moment about this idea of change or transformation.

The Allure of Genuine Change

Our world is inundated with an emphasis on change. A lot of it is purely physical in nature. Hardly a day passes that I don’t see a picture of some Hollywood actor or actress whose face I no longer recognize. Drastic steps in terms of plastic surgery are undertaken, most often in order to resist the otherwise inevitable process we call growing old!

I am constantly amazed at the countless dietary plans that promise weight loss or the exercise videos that assure you of a sleek and sexy body in only three weeks. Every conceivable kind of supplement is being promoted as the sure-fire remedy for good health. And if it isn’t a physical transformation you want, you can reshape your public image by purchasing a new car or wearing a particular brand of clothing. It seems as if everyone deeply dislikes who they presently are or what they look like and are willing to spend a lot of money, time, and effort in making the desired changes.

And it seems like everyone has some special insight into how we can make this happen. There is, first of all, good old self will. Make a list of all your bad habits and commit by the strength of your will to break them. Or conversely, make a list of good habits that you don’t yet have and commit yourself to make every necessary sacrifice to pursue them. 

Others will tell you that the key to transformation is in reading the right books. Or perhaps the key is in your determination to stop watching so much TV. Still more insist that you will never really change until you monitor more closely your time on the internet. Or get off Facebook. Or get on Facebook! Too much twitter is the problem. No, more twitter is the solution! 

Christians also have their formulas. Pray harder. Read the Bible more. Psychoanalyze your soul. Get counseling. Take another personality profile assessment. Be accountable to friends. Join a c group. Join a d group. Make new year’s resolutions. Keep new year’s resolutions. Cut back on sugar. End bad friendships. Cultivate new friendships. Get more sleep. Get less sleep. Eat more. Eat less. Drink more. Drink less. Attend a Bible study. Isolate and meditate. Fast more. Fast less. Worship more.

I’m getting dizzy just listing all the proposed sure-fire solutions to how we can change, how we can get to the point of being the kind of person that each of us wants to be. 

We who are Christians tend to agree on the goal. We don’t argue over the end in view. We all deeply desire to see in our lives more of the image of Christ formed in us. It is the means where we get confused and at cross purposes with each other. It isn’t where we all want to go. It’s all about how we get there. Everyone wants change. Not everyone knows how to change.

The other day I was reading an article on what some have called the neuroplasticity of our brains. The point of the article is that what we put into our brains shapes them. If you put in pornography, you brain becomes chemically addicted to it. If you imbibe the world’s values, those values slowly become second nature to you, and you see and respond to the world and its challenges in accordance with how it has already shaped your mind.

On average, people watch 30 hours of TV and internet entertainment each week. No wonder you aren’t being changed. Actually, you are being changed, but in the wrong way. You are giving the world, the flesh, and the devil ample opportunity and an open door into your heart and mind to shape you. But the Christian must challenge the false ideologies and values and beliefs of our society rather than let them shape us.

What you See is What You Be!

So, what’s the answer? It’s really quite simple. The Bible is repeatedly clear on this incredibly simple but profound principle: you and I are wired in such a way that we will become like that which we behold. To put it in even simpler language: What you see is what you be! Whatever you regularly set your mind upon will eventually conform you to itself. You will invariably take on the characteristics of whatever it is that you focus your attention upon. Here is one example of this principle from the psalmist:

Their idols are silver and gold, the work of human hands. They have mouths, but do not speak; eyes, but do not see. They have ears, but do not hear; noses, but do not smell. They have hands, but do not feel; feet, but do not walk; and they do not make a sound in their throat. Those who make them become like them; so do all who trust in them (Psalm 115:4-8).

If you fix your attention on dumb idols, you will become dumb! Idols can’t do anything valuable or productive or meaningful, and neither can those who devote their worship to them or who willingly depend on them for power and purpose.

Gazing on the things of this world is not some harmless, meaningless activity. You probably have not given much thought to the countless images on which you have set your eyes or the innumerable ideas that you have let pass through your mind. But Scripture is clear. You are profoundly affected by the objects of your adoration. That is one reason why Paul said this in Philippians 4,

“Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things” (Phil. 4:8).

I need to say something about how v. 8 relates to v. 7. You may recall that Paul assures us in v. 7 that if we are diligent to pray about everything, we will experience the presence of God’s peace guarding our hearts and minds. 

However, I need to draw your attention to precisely how God guards our hearts and minds. What happens if we pray fervently and frequently and about everything, as Paul instructs us, but then fill our minds and hearts with filth and garbage and lies and offensive images? Will God guard our hearts and minds with his peace regardless of what we do, irrespective of what we allow to enter into our heads? No. In other words, can I expect my heart and mind to be guarded, safe from harm and the onslaught of Satan, resting in the peace of God himself, all the while I’m filling it with filth? Absolutely not.

My sense is that in v. 8 Paul is telling us how or by what means and when God guards our minds. And it is only as we take steps to fill our minds with what is honorable and just and pure and lovely and commendable. In other words, we must “think about these things,” we must ponder and reflect and meditate upon such things; we must open our hearts and minds to whatever reflects these moral virtues if we expect to experience the peace of God which Paul promised to us in v. 7.

One Thing

Let’s focus on yet another example of this principle in operation. Consider the unitary, single-minded resolve of King David as expressed in Psalm 27. “One thing have I asked of the Lord, that will I seek after; that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord and to inquire in his temple” (Ps. 27:4; emphasis mine). He makes his point yet again in Psalm 145:5, declaring: “On the glorious splendor of your majesty, and on your wondrous works, I will meditate.” The answer to our question, “How do I change?” is clearly answered by David. Make the object of your pursuit, the incomparable, transcendent, all-satisfying, sublime beauty of God. 

This resolve by David is all the more remarkable when you consider the challenges he faced as King of Israel. David didn’t lead an easy life. Being King of Israel wasn’t all it’s cracked up to be. David didn’t make it any easier with his adulterous relationship with Bathsheba and the shattering consequences it brought on him and the nation as a whole. That is why David’s resolution is so stunning.

In view of David’s circumstances, one might have excused him had he opted for a little peace and quiet, or perhaps a permanent and safe home away from his enemies, or at least a month’s paid vacation! With all the struggles he faced and the heartache he endured, most of us would be willing to cut the King a little slack. 

One need only read vv. 1-3 of this psalm to get a sense for what David faced on a daily basis. He speaks of “evildoers” who “assail” him (v. 2). Their ravenous desire is to “eat up” his flesh (v. 2), a vivid metaphor of their murderous intent. He speaks of “adversaries and foes” (v. 2) who sought every opportunity to destroy his reputation. He envisions an “army” (v. 3) of enemies encamped around him and “war” (v. 3) rising up to put an end to all he had worked to achieved. You would think David would think about what others were thinking (or plotting) about him.

But David couldn’t get God off his mind! He aspired to only one thing: to dwell . . . to behold . . . to meditate. And who or what is the focus of this passion? Who or what had the capacity to elicit such dedication from a man who had every reason, humanly speaking, to look elsewhere for comfort and relief? The answer is God in all his uncreated beauty, his indescribable splendor, his glorious majesty, his unfathomable, ultimately incomprehensible grandeur. 

David’s identity wasn’t wrapped up in his calling as king. He didn’t wake up each day with a political agenda on his mind or a scheme for expanding the boundaries of his empire. David thought of one thing: to find a way to break free of routine entanglements that he might dwell in the presence of God; to avoid trivial activities that might divert his eyes from beholding God; to clear his mind of extraneous details that he might meditate upon the beauty and splendor of God; to set aside less important tasks that he might bask in the invigorating light and glory of everything that makes God an object of our affection and delight and adoration. 

Are We Making Progress?

There are times when I worry if I’m making progress in the Christian life. Honestly, there are times when I’m quite sure I’m not. I’m not talking about overt backsliding or moral regression, but a feeling of spiritual inertia that causes me to wonder if I’m moving forward toward greater conformity to Christ or am I perpetually stuck in neutral.

Of course, if I weren’t making progress I probably wouldn’t be worried about whether I am or not! In other words, I take comfort from the fact that I’m bothered (the more spiritual word is “convicted”) about those seasons when I don’t seem to be living as I ought. It angers me not to see or sense an increase in holiness. There’s a sense in which that itself is holiness, or at least the presence of a longing for it and a keen awareness of how far short I am of the righteousness of God.

I say all this as a way of highlighting the encouragement that is found in 2 Corinthians 3:18. For here I’m reassured that I’m not standing still, that the Spirit is at work within me, if only, at times, in small and often imperceptible ways. 

“And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18).

In the inner core of every Christian, in the depths of the heart, there is movement, as Paul says, “from one degree of glory to another” (v. 18). Literally, he writes that we are being transformed “from glory unto glory.” The preposition “from” points to source and “unto” highlights the ultimate goal in view. In other words, God began a work of grace in us at regeneration or the new birth that consisted of the experience of his glory that is building momentum and progressively moving toward the final experience of the fullness of that glory at the return of Jesus Christ.

The ultimate glory in view here is described in other texts as follows:

“But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables him even to subject all things to himself” (Phil. 3:20-21).

“When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory” (Col. 3:4).

“Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2; cf. 1 Thess. 5:23).

Perhaps the best way to mine this text for all its treasure is to make a series of observations. 

First, Paul describes us, all Christians, as those who are “beholding the glory of the Lord” and doing so, unlike the Israelites of old, “with unveiled face.” It was the distinct privilege of Moses alone to glimpse the “glory” of God when he saw his “form” (Numbers 12:8) and his “back” (Exodus 33:23). But now in the New Covenant all Christians without distinction have been granted the incomparable privilege of beholding or witnessing that glory. And unlike the people of Israel who looked upon the glory as reflected in Moses’ veiled face, we see with permanently uncovered faces.

Second, in 1 Corinthians 13, Paul says that “now we see in a mirror dimly, but then,” that is, when Christ returns, we will see “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12). Paul's mirror analogy suggests that we see the “glory of the Lord” indirectly, “mirrored”, as it were, in “the face of Jesus” who is “the image of God.” But where exactly do we “see” or “behold” that glory? Paul saw the glory of God on the road to Damascus (cf. Acts 22:11 – “the brightness [lit., “glory”] of that light”; see also Acts 26:13). In 2 Corinthians 4:3-6 he suggests that God shines the glory of that light “in our hearts” through “the gospel.” Thus as Paul Barnett explains, “paradoxically, therefore, Paul's readers see the glory of Christ as they hear the gospel, which in turn gives the knowledge of God” (206).

It is important to point out that Paul's mirror analogy is not meant to suggest that we see the glory of Christ indistinctly or in a distorted way, but indirectly. When Christ returns to consummate his kingdom on earth, we will see him “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12). The imagery suggests that our beholding of Jesus now is real, even though it falls short of the direct apprehension of our Lord face to face. Or again, the apostle’s point is that although our vision of this glory is mediated it is inescapably clear, because the person of Christ who is revealed in the gospel is the exact and altogether perfect representation of God.

Third, the process that we call sanctification comes only as or because we behold the glory of God. Apart from beholding there is no becoming. The more we know him and behold him (cf. Ps. 27:4) in the splendor of his glory, the more we are changed into the very image of Jesus himself, in whose face God's glory has shined or is reflected (2 Cor. 4:4,6). Sanctification, therefore, is the fruit of seeing and savoring. Ignorance, on the other hand, breeds moral paralysis (if not regression).

This truth is stated yet again in 2 Corinthians 4:16-18. There Paul describes how he endures in spite of incredible suffering in this life. It is only “as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen” (2 Cor. 4:18). If you don’t look, if you don’t fix the gaze of your heart and mind on the promises God has made, you will “lose heart” (2 Cor. 4:16). 

Fourth, Paul is clearly talking about the transformation of the inner person. Contrast this with the experience of Jesus himself on the Mount of Transfiguration. There his change was outwardly visible (Matt. 17:2). But when we change, you may not notice anything physically different. Our change is primarily the renewal of our mind (Rom. 12:2) and heart and will that becomes visibly evident when our behavior follows suit. Of course, as we saw in several texts above the inner change will consummate in an outward transformation at the time of Christ’s return. Until then, as Paul says later in 2 Corinthians 4:16, “though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day.”

Fifth, as much as we all might wish otherwise, sanctification is progressive, not instantaneous. As noted earlier, we are gradually moving by the power of the Spirit from one stage or degree of glory: first “seen” in the gospel when we turn to Christ, to another, that of the glorified Jesus, whose glory we will not only see on that day but in which we will also participate. 

Sixth, sanctification is by grace (we “are being transformed”), the agent of which is the Spirit of Christ. This doesn’t eliminate human effort but rather makes it possible. We act because acted upon. We work out our salvation with fear and trembling because God, who is always antecedent, is at work in us to will and to do for his good pleasure (cf. Phil. 2:12-13)!

Seventh, and finally, we see here that “beholding is a way of becoming” (Piper, The Pleasures of God, 17). That is to say, we always tend to become like or take on the characteristics and qualities of whatever it is we admire and enjoy and cherish most. Fixing the eyes of our faith on Jesus is transformative. Gazing on his glory as seen in the gospel and now preserved for us in Scripture has the power to bump us along, as it were, whether minimally or maximally, whether in short spurts of sanctification or great and notable triumphs, toward the fullness that is found in Christ alone but will one day be found in us, by grace, as well!

So, be encouraged! Be strengthened! Be reassured! For he “who began a good work in you [‘from glory’] will bring it to completion [‘unto glory’] at the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:6).

So, how do we “behold” Jesus?

Some might be tempted to push back and say, “Wait a minute. We are at a distinct disadvantage to those who lived on earth when Jesus was here. They could see him with their very eyes. They could hear his voice. But we can’t see him and won’t see him until he returns in the clouds of heaven.”

No one was more aware of this than the Apostle Peter. And he responded to this pushback in 1 Peter 1:8,

“Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory” (1 Peter 1:8).

You and I are at no disadvantage to those who walked and talked with Jesus when he was on this earth. It may feel at times as though we are, but trust what Peter says. Not being able to “see” Jesus with our eyes does not mean we can’t love him passionately and truly and in a way that changes us. Not being able to see Jesus with our eyes or hear him with our ears does not mean we can’t believe in him just as fervently and faithfully as did Peter and John and Mark and Matthew. And the resultant joy that we experience is every bit as real and life-changing as the joy they felt. It is truly “inexpressible and filled with glory”! 

So, how do we “behold” Jesus today?

(1) In the gospel record of him: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. 

There were countless people alive when Jesus walked the earth who saw him with their eyes but never truly saw him with their hearts. The fact is, when you read the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, you see the fullness of Christ’s glory with far greater clarity than those who encountered him on earth. They only heard him speak in snippets, as it were. They only saw him once or twice, here and there. But the gospels give us a much fuller and more comprehensive portrait of Jesus. Here is how John Piper put it:

“The gospels are better than being there (emphasis mine). You are taken into the inner circle of the apostolic band where you never could have gone. You go with him through Gethsemane and the trial and the crucifixion and the resurrection and the meetings after the resurrection. You hear whole sermons and long discourses—not in isolated snatches on hillsides but in rich God-inspired contexts that take you deeper than you ever could have gone as a perplexed peasant in Galilee. You see the whole range of his character and power which nobody on earth saw as fully as you can now see in the gospels: you see his freedom from anxiety with no place to lay his head, his courage in the face of opposition, his unanswerable wisdom, his honoring women, his tenderness with children, his compassion toward lepers, his meekness in suffering, his patience with Peter, his tears over Jerusalem, his blessing those who cursed him, his heart for the nations, his love for the glory of God, his simplicity and devotion, his power to still storms and heal the sick and multiply bread and cast out demons.

Though you do not now see him, yet in another sense you do see him far better than thousands who saw him face to face. You see the glory of God shining in this man's face at every turn in the gospels. And because you see him with the eyes of the heart, you love him and trust him and rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory.”

(2) You can see his glory in creation (Colossians 1:15-17).
(3) You can behold his glory by taking note of his presence in other Christians (Colossians 1:27).
(4) You can see his majesty by studying his works in divine providence (Hebrews 1:2-3; Ps. 145:5).
(5) You can behold his power and grace in the salvation of the lost (Ephesians 2:1-10).
(6) You can experience his presence and power during times of Spirit-empowered worship (Philippians 3:3, 7-11).
(7) You can experience his love and mercy and help when you pray and fast (Philippians 4:4-7).

1 John 3:1-3

The really, really good news in all this is that this slow, progressive, gradual, incremental experience of change that comes from beholding the glory of Jesus, will reach its final consummate expression when he returns to earth a second time. This is what the Apostle John had in view when he wrote this:

“Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is. And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure” (1 John 3:2-3).

We are in error if we believe that what is visible now is the sum of God's blessings for us. This is only temporary, for we shall be changed (Phil. 3:20-21; Col. 3:3-4). God has not yet made a public display of the glory that he has reserved for his children, of the inheritance incorruptible, unstained, unfading, reserved for us in heaven (1 Peter 1:4).

Just as the vision of Christ in the present (in Scripture) sanctifies us progressively, the vision of Christ in the future will sanctify us wholly. It is our experience of beholding Christ that sanctifies. If progressive assimilation to the likeness of Christ results from our present beholding of him through a glass darkly, to behold him face to face, i.e., “to see him as he is,” will result in instantaneous perfection or glorification.

What is the precise causal relationship between the vision of Christ and final glorification? Some insist that we shall see Christ because we are like him; likeness, then, is the condition of seeing him (cf. Matt. 5:8; Heb. 12:14). Thus, this view says that holiness is a prerequisite to the vision of Christ and thus must precede it (the holiness, of course, is God given, not earned by man). But I believe that he shall appear, we will see him, and as a result of seeing him we shall be made like him. In other words, in his presence sin will be eradicated from us and we will reflect his glory and through the majesty of that moment we will be made like him, unchangeably and forever!

