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A Fresh Understanding of the Holy Spirit 
When we consider the ministry of the Holy Spirit in a Christian believer, we need to talk about three things. First, we reflect on 
what it means to receive the gift of the Spirit as a dimension of Christian initiation. Second, we also need to have clarity about 
the goal of the Christian life—that is, to what end is the Spirit at work in our lives? And then, third, we need to consider the 
means by which the Spirit works to bring us to maturity in Christ. These are the beginning, the destination, and the means by 
which we come to this destination. The primary focus of this chapter will be on how the Spirit fulfills within us this ideal of human 
flourishing. But first, we need to look at the goal of the Christian life, to then set the stage for a consideration of the transforming 
work of the Spirit. 

Whether we have language for it or not, everyone longs to be complete—to fulfill the purpose for which we were created. In the 
same way that a child longs to grow up into adulthood and a person who is unwell physically or emotionally longs for healing 
and wholeness, there is within each of us a yearning to achieve our human capacity and potential—to become, one might say, 
the kind of person we were created to be. 

The good news is that we have the capacity to be all that God created us to be through the gracious and sanctifying work of the 
Spirit. The Spirit is given such that we can know the transforming grace of God by which we are made whole and fulfill the 
purpose for which we were created. 

There are several metaphors in Scripture for the Christian life and the work of the Spirit in our lives. There is the powerful image 
of sickness and health: we are sin-sick souls and the Spirit is the means by which we know healing and wholeness. There is also 
the metaphor of the journey: the Christian is on a pilgrimage to a desired destination, following Christ and guided by the Spirit 
to the “heavenly city.” Then there is the powerful image of infancy and maturity. A new Christian is an infant in the faith and is 
called to move from infancy toward what it means to be mature—an adult faith. Thus 1 Peter 2:2 and the following verses speak 
of infants who mature as they are fed by the word, and Colossians 2:6-7 speaks of how, now that we have received Christ Jesus 
as Lord, we grow up, rooted in Christ, but moving toward the very maturity that Paul speaks of in the closing verses of Colossians 
1 as our destiny. 

One of the great dangers in the church is what we might call the propensity toward a kind of infantilization, or what Timothy 
Bergler calls “juvenilization.” Rather than cultivating genuine spiritual growth toward maturity—and adult faith—we foster instead 
a contentment with an adolescent faith, fed by entertaining public speaking or approaches to shared worship that do not call us 
to depth and breadth in our experience of God. 

Whatever the shape of our congregational life or worship, the Spirit’s agenda is surely one of nudging, pressing, calling, and 
animating us toward maturity. If we are walking in the Spirit, we will sense this constant movement in our hearts and lives toward 
an adult faith. We receive the gift of the Spirit at Christian initiation; now we learn to walk in the Spirit, pray in the Spirit, and 
respond to the calling and movement of the Spirit in our lives and in our communities that leads us and empowers us on this 
journey. 

 
 
 



 

 

Welcome, Holy Spirit 
A Theological and Experiential Introduction 

October 5, 2021 | $22, 192 pages, paperback | 978-0-8308-5388-5 

“In an age bubbling with numerous spiritualities, Dr. Smith, in this book, has given us a gift: a 
biblical, pastoral, and practical guide for what it means to discern and obey God the Holy Spirit 
so that God the Son and God the Father are magnified in our time.” 

Domenic Ruso, founding planter of the180 Church in Québec and faculty member at 
diverse theological schools across Canada 
 

ivpress.com/media

Karin DeHaven, academic publicist 
800.843.4587 ext. 4096 or kdehaven@ivpress.com 

 
 
 

 

We need to affirm again and again something that is basic to the life and witness of the church: that spiritual growth toward 
maturity is a requirement and expectation; it is an integral part of what it means to be a Christian believer. Indeed, I will be 
speaking to this in an upcoming chapter as a high priority for what it means to be the church. But for now, in this context, I am 
going to speak about the individual Christian who, while in fellowship and in mutual dependence within Christian community, is 
called to move from infancy to maturity, from beginnings to the full measure of the human vocation. 

The goal of the Christian can be delineated in different ways, but it all comes down to this: we are called to be mature in Christ 
Jesus. The apostle Paul states this pointedly in a number of places, including Ephesians, where the call is that we would all grow 
up to him who is our head, Christ Jesus. That is, the apostle longs for his readers to no longer be tossed back and forth as 
children but grow to maturity, which is described as “the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Ephesians 4:13-14). Then, when 
we turn to Colossians 1:27-30 and 2:6-7, here too we see that the vision of the Christian life is radically christocentric: Christ in 
you the hope of glory (Colossians 1:27). The work of the apostle is to present each one mature in Christ (Colossians 1:28). Having 
received Christ Jesus as Lord, they are then to be rooted and established in him (Colossians 2:7). Our deep longing and 
aspiration is to know, love, and serve Christ. It is thus the intent of the Spirit that Christ would be formed within us (Galatians 
4:19). Beyond this, it is helpful, not apart from but in Christ, to speak of four aspects of Christian maturity—four dimensions of 
what it means to fulfill our identity and purpose as Christian believers. 

To be mature in Christ is to become increasingly wise: to move from ignorance and foolishness to knowledge and understanding 
that finds ultimate expression in wisdom. To be mature in Christ is to be a wise person. This includes, as we see from the book of 
Proverbs, moral intelligence: integrity of speech, sexuality, and finances. And it is the fruit of teaching; we attend to wise teachers 
so that we grow in wisdom. 

Second, to be mature in Christ is to know what it means to love others as we have been loved, and then in turn to live in love 
with and for others. Just as the church is a teaching-learning community that grows in wisdom, it is also a school of love where 
we learn what it means to be hospitable to one another, to forgive one another, and to serve each other. 

Then third, to be mature in Christ is to have clarity about vocation—to know what one is called to speak and do so that at any 
given time we are able to say, as Christ said in his prayer to the Father, that “I have completed the work that you gave me to 
do.” We learn to live not with frenetic busyness or in despair, but with hope and courage. We live and work in a way that reflects 
the deep call of God on our lives. 

And then, fourth, we need to speak about emotional holiness—the capacity to live not with fear or anger or discouragement but 
with hope that is evident in a resilient joy. When the Spirit is present in our lives, we grow in hope and joy, even in the midst of 
suffering and difficulty. 
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This is but one vision of the Christian life and what it means to be mature in Christ. The main point is that if we are speaking 
about the Spirit, we need to be aware of what we believe the Spirit is up to in our lives, in our world, and in the church. Our 
pneumatology needs to be about tending to what we recognize the Spirit is doing. Further, the Spirit’s work in our lives is not 
foreign or burdensome. Rather, we long for wisdom; we long to love as we are loved; we long to do good work—the very work 
we are called to do—and we long to live with a resilient joy. And so, we pray that the Spirit would come and do precisely what 
the Spirit does: to transform us into the image of Christ. 

—Adapted from chapter five, “The Spirit and Transformation” 
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