
Hello Paul: I am writing my dissertation on the topic of Spiritual Maturity. Here is 

an exchange I have written in a section of that I believe is the reformed idea of 

Union with Christ I tweeted u about. This should give you some context to 

respond. You can embed any response within the material below Thank you 

 

The image of spiritual maturity 

 

Spiritual maturity is often compared to the process of growing up in scripture. 

The image of infancy to maturity emerges as a motif of spiritual maturity. This 

image is a legitimate representation of the operation of spiritual transformation. 

Gordon Smith recognizes this imagery in his discussion about spiritual maturity. 

He states, “The image of spiritual growth toward maturity suggests the idea of 

progress in the faith; spiritual maturity does not come quickly but occurs over 

time as a person responds to the means of grace and thus “grows.” Surely this is 

precisely what the author of 2 Peter wants his readers to understand.  

 

He speaks of faith, goodness, knowledge, self-control and more, concluding with 

love, and he speaks of possessing these qualities in increasing measure (2 Pet 

1:8).”[1] Smith says, “In 2 Peter we are also reminded that new birth is not an end 

but a beginning: our election or calling in Christ and to Christ is for a particular 

purpose—maturity in Christ.  

 

To put it more bluntly, our conversion has meaning only if it leads to the goal of 

conversion: namely, this very spiritual maturity (2 Pet 1:10-11).”[2] After stating 

this, he raises the specter of two heresies connected to a theology of 

sanctification or spiritual maturity. The first he calls the danger of perfectionism 

and the second pelagianism. Perfectionism calls Christians to live according to 

the law as a guide to character and virtue. Pelagianism is the belief “that the 

human person has an inherent capacity to become mature or holy through 

consistent practice, diligent effort and strength of will.”  

 

These two heresies are problematic, he says, because one digresses into mere 

moralism instead of actual maturity. The other acknowledges the capacity of 

human effort to mature rather than maturing by means of human response to 

the enabling grace of God.[3] The outcome of both heresies, Smith notes, creates 

a process of spiritual maturity that is perceived as “deadly”, an “impossible 

weight, a crushing burden, an impossible taskmaster”, “an impossible burden” 

and “oppressive.”  
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This outcome can be avoided if “spiritual formation is not synonymous with virtue 

or character development.” The law is a guide to character and virtue but its 

effects are deadly when it is disconnected from its source. Failing to link law-

keeping with faith in Christ makes the law a crushing burden. It is “the weight of 

the law without the gospel” that produces this tyranny.[4] He states, “If moral 

development is not derivative of our union with Christ, it is an impossible 

burden.”[5] Smith concedes that believers have a personal responsibility to 

mature.  

 

He notes, “The Scriptures clearly speak of personal responsibility and effort—

witness Paul’s affirmation of his struggle for the believers in Colosssae (Col 1:29) 

and for his own soul (Phil 3:12-14).” This responsibility though must be tempered 

by the understanding that “When it comes to the life we have in God, God is the 

actor. It is all of God. It is all gift. But this does not mean the human person is 

passive or a nonactor. We can and should take human agency seriously. However, 

the genius of human action is that it is an act of response to and participation in 

the actions of God.”[6] Smith believes, “The biblical vision of holiness is one in 

which spiritual maturity is the fruit not of human effort toward an objective 

standard (a holy law, perhaps), but rather human response to the call and 

enabling of God.”[7]  

 

Smith attempts to validate this premise with the concept of a believers union with 

Christ. He declares that much of his book is designed to articulate this 

perspective. He says, “the heart of the matter and the all-encompassing and 

defining vision, Christian spiritual maturity—the “perfection” to which we are 

called—will be described as union with Christ.”[8] This description is encapsulated 

in these statements. “Thus conversion, as the appropriation of the justifying grace 

of God, is the launch of a journey of union with Christ, the incarnate one, in the 

death and resurrection.” The goal is “union with Christ. Our righteousness is not 

self-produced but arises from our union with Christ, and thus our only hope is to 

be participants in or partakers of the life of Christ.” As believers “we are in Christ 

and thus we know his justifying grace. We are united with Christ through God’s 

justifying grace and we grow into union with Christ through God’s sanctifying 

grace.”[9]  

 

Smith posits the question, “What is the essential meaning of the Christian life?” 

He says, “We need to stress that spiritual maturity is not to be equated with 

moral maturity, though spiritual maturity most assuredly includes the latter. 

Rather, spiritual formation is the cultivation of a dynamic faith in Christ, and 

moral reform and renewal is derivative of this union with Christ.” He summarizes, 
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to be a Christian is to be a follower, a disciple; it is to respond to the call of God 

on our lives, an obedience of faith wherein we are drawn into the life of Jesus and 

deny (set aside, put to death) the life of autonomy and independence from 

Christ…the mature Christian is one who lives in consciousness and intentional 

response to the presence of the Spirit in one’s life. And the baseline indicator or 

reference for the work of the Spirit is always this: that by the Spirit Christ is 

glorified in us and through us; we are drawn to union with the risen and 

ascended Christ.[10]  

 

This articulation of the process of spiritual maturity emphasizes the aspect of a 

believers union with Christ as the rationale for his or her spiritual growth. 

However, there is another element that is understated in this synopsis. The 

argument minimizes the significance of regeneration, the new life that is freely 

given to all who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ as Savior. A believer is made 

righteous through the new birth.[11] God has renewed the heart of a believer so 

that he or she can desire to please God. The heart is the seat of human emotion, 

intelligence, morality, volition and spirituality. With the Psalmist a redeemed heart 

can declare “I will give thanks to You, O Lord my God, with all my heart, and will 

glorify your name forever.”[12] A redeemed heart can testify, “But thanks be to 

God that though you were slaves of sin, you became obedient from the heart to 

that form of teaching to which you were committed.”[13] This is not God acting 

through a believer who is simply responding to and participating in the action 

God has initiated. If human agency is to be taken seriously in one’s spiritual 

growth, then regeneration means a person is performing freely from the heart 

based on his or her own desires to act in obedience to God. A believer is capable 

of responding to God’s Word. A believer is even commanded to personally 

pursue spiritual maturity.[14] He or she is not only capable of growing up 

spiritually but will also be accountable to God for faithfulness and obedience at 

the Judgment seat of Christ.[15] 
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