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Ultimate Questions 2 – Why Do You Think You’re Here?

Transformation vs. Transmogrification:

What Sort Of People We Should Become
Your Place and Purpose as a Christian
Who am I? Why am I here? Where am I going?

© Scott Souza – July 2009
Introduction

     {Central Themes of the Series = Self-Image, Actions, Purpose}
     Today I’d like to talk to you about your place and purpose as a Christian. Are you in a good place or a bad place?
     To help you answer that question I’d like to introduce you to a new word. It sounds similar to a word you already know but it has a more negative meaning than the one you know. Before I tell you what the word is let me reassure you that this brief exploration of philology will not harm you in any way. Remember what your mother told you, “Sticks and stones may break your bones, but words will never hurt you.” However, just in case, medics are standing by. For more serious injuries consult a lawyer.
     The word you know is “transform.” It means to change form, and most often it is used to connote some positive change – like a caterpillar being changed into a butterfly, or a truck into the heroic robot “Optimus Prime.” (Right Kids?)
     The word you are less likely to know is “transmogrify.” (I’ll spell it for those taking notes: T-R-A-N-S-M-O-G-R-I-F-Y.) Generally, it’s used to depict some negative change – a change into something grotesque or hideous.
     This is a new word, and I’m going to be using it throughout my sermon, so let’s use it three times, make it visual, and it will be yours (whether you want it or not).
     When a man changes into a werewolf with all the hideous, wolf-like teeth, and fur, and rabid, snarling disposition, that is a transmogrification. Transmogrification also happens in real life. It happened to me a few years ago when I was on a hay-ride. At the campfire I inhaled smoke which had poison ivy, or poison oak, or both within it, and the next day my face was transmogrified into a big red balloon with very few discernable human features. One eye was swollen shut, the other reduced to a slit. My mouth was flattened out and stretched till it looked like it had been painted on with a crayon. My face was so puffy even around the jaws that my ears seemed to almost disappear. I could not recognize myself in the mirror. (I got medicine, but as you can see, it didn’t help much.)
     A third illustration is more serious. When hurricane Katrina hit it transmogrified New Orleans into a devastated, ruined city – so ruined that only 20% of the inhabitants have returned as of mid-2009. I had a friend who was killed in that storm. The storm surge came into her house so rapidly that she drowned while she and her husband tried to run to the top floor. Her husband dove after her several times but could not find her and finally had to break through the ceiling and await rescue. It was 9 months before the waters were drained and her body was found. All that time her body lay in the waters transmogrifying together with the city and its other unfound victims. And now, as she lies in her grave, both she and the city continue to decline, and decay, and transmogrify.
     Well then, that brings us to our text, Colossians 3:1-4. It tells us of 2 places: one which transforms, and another which transmogrifies. Let’s read these words again and visit these places. “1 If [or since] then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. 3 For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.”
Body

1. Where Should You Be? [Place] 1 If [‘since’] then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.
     The first verse tells us about the transforming place – where Christ is. It tells us that we should be among the resurrected (“risen with Christ”), and still closer – in the heavenlies (“things that are above”), and closer still – near God’s throne (“at the right hand of God”).
     This is not a physical movement. It is a spiritual, inward movement. As your spiritual life waxes or wanes you go in or out of the transforming place. If your spiritual life wanes you go deeper and deeper in your mind, and heart, and spirit into the transmogrifying place – into the less fruitful, more hellish regions of your soul.
     Also, this is not a self-improvement program with little bit of Christian flavor. If you seek Christ with an open heart, you will find that it is a natural response to the fact that “the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is given unto us” (Romans 5:5). It is love being rekindled. Geerhardus Vos puts it this way, “In his presence there can be neither surfeit nor tedium.” 
 In other words, this is balance like you may never have had it before. It is not that you become “so heavenly minded that you’re no earthly good;” rather you become so heavenly minded that your earthly value increases; and you avoid being so earthly minded that you are no heavenly good.
     Here’s how Danny Olinger described Vos’ theology of the Christian life: “Vos maintained that to be a Christian meant ‘to live not merely in obedience to God, nor merely in dependence on God, nor even merely for the sake of God; it is to stand in conscious, reciprocal fellowship with God, to be identified with him in thought, purpose and work, to receive from him and give back to him in the ceaseless interplay of spiritual forces.’ ” 
 So that’s what it is to be in the heavenlies, to be in the transforming place, to escape the transmogrifying place. It is a ceaseless interplay of spiritual forces.
     This is what Colossians 3:1-4 is talking about. Look at verse 1. It says 3 things about where you should be: A. Among the Resurrected – “Risen with Christ;” B. In the Heavenlies – “above;” and C. Near God’s Throne – “Where Christ is … at the right hand of God.”
     So, since your are in the transforming place –––  and you do realize, do you not, that you are in the transforming place, “with Christ,” dead with him when he died, raised with him when he raised, seated with him in the heavenlies ––– since, I say,  your are in the transforming place, these will be your characteristics: A. You will be “Risen with Christ” – and Christ is emphatic – “The Christ,” – as his title is throughout these 4 verses – you will have a quality of life which is typical of someone who is resurrected, infused with a love of righteousness. As another Scripture says, you will “hunger and thirst after righteousness” (Matthew 5:6). B. You will “seek those things which are above” – not pearly gates and golden streets, but the graces which make heaven, heaven. C. You will be near Christ – near in the sense of being in intimate fellowship.
     If you know Christ you have already been transformed along these lines. Scripture is simply telling you to go more deeply into these transformations. Here’s how these transformations work out or should work out in your life.
     They work out through GRACE, or more specifically, through GRACES. Paul gives a long list of these graces in chapters 3 and 4. I won’t go into these in detail; I’ll simply mention that there are things to “put off” and things to “put on.” The things you must “put off” – like uncleanness, covetousness, anger, lying, etc. – are things which transmogrify you (change you for the worse). They stop you from being what you really are, if you are a Christian. They poison your spiritual life. They hinder your union with Christ. Conversely, the things which you must “put on” – like bowels of mercies, kindness, humbleness, meekness, longsuffering, forbearance, forgiveness, charity, peace, wisdom, etc – transform you. They move you from maturity to greater maturity, from success to greater success, from glory to glory. They transform you piece-by-piece, step-by-step into the very image of Christ. And they are both defensive and offensive. They shield you from harm (defensive); they destroy the harmful things that come against you (offensive). They do things in your life which are impossible through any other means. No carnal device, not even the ones which seem to work for you, will help you a fraction as much as these graces which God has put within you and wants to develop within you. Their benefits are worth everything which you suffer in order to successfully and consistently implement them.
     They come built in to what you are in Christ. They are characteristic of a resurrected person, which you are if you have been born again by the Spirit of God.

     A. Resurrection. An adequate understanding of the fact that you are risen with Christ, –  {“The Christ” with all that this title implies from the Old and New Testaments}, – this will deliver you from fear. Hebrews says that a key purpose of Christ’s death was to “deliver them who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage” (Hebrews 2:15). In fact, you are so completely delivered from death that, in a very real and very profound sense, you will never die. Jesus said to Martha, “25 I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?” (John 11:25-26). Jesus, after saying this to Martha, then called Lazarus out of the grave, though Lazarus had already begun to decay, - why – to demonstrate that in the ultimate and deepest sense of the word, Lazarus was already alive. To put it another way, while Lazarus was lying in the grave rotting, he was – at that moment – alive. So it doesn’t matter how horribly you die, or how long you stay dead; you are going to walk out of that grave, when God calls you, as easily as Lazarus did. Everything else that pertains to life will be yours as well – joy, peace, fellowship, love, – God himself.
     Matthew Poole points out that “We are as much risen with Christ as we are justified, in God’s mind, but to reach that sphere we must in affection and mind travel the way the Lord actually travelled. The great landmarks in the journey for us are His death and His burial and His resurrection.” 
 In short, this spiritual resurrection in verse 1 is regeneration. 
 And, as I mentioned above, regeneration infuses you with life-enhancing graces.
     B. Graces (The Things Above). The next phrase speaks of “things above.” “‘The things above’ are rather the things of higher importance, more exalted principles, and spiritual rather than carnal.” 
 When we then turn to the things above we enter a realm of spiritual graces and exalted principles exhibited in their full glory and power. We enter the presence of “just men made perfect” (Hebrews 12:23). We enter the realm of the holy angels of God, whose minds and hearts are so enthralled with the majesty of His holiness, that they cease not day and night to cry, “Holy, Holy, Holy” (Isaiah 6:3; Revelation 4:8). In this transforming place the holy desires and instincts that God has put within us in the new birth answer as deep calls to deep from within and from without. We are drawn, as it were, irresistibly, to love these things, to do these things, to be these things.
     Of course, we cannot physically enter heaven, but we don’t have to; heaven has come down to us and dwells within us. Geerhardus Vos puts it like this: “The two spheres of the earthly and the heavenly life do not lie one above the other without touching at any point; heaven with its gifts and powers and joys descends into our earthly experience like the headlands of a great and marvelous continent projecting into the ocean.” 

     C. The Presence of Christ. Next we consider the presence of “The Christ.” Of all the things that transform, it is Christ which transforms the most. As the apostle says, “But we all, with open face [that is, in Communion with Christ and through New Covenant enlightenment] beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 Corinthians 3:18). As we are already resurrected, so we are already glorified, and that glory simply grows, and grows, and grows. It grows through our growth in grace. It even grows through our affliction, and becomes transformed into “a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory” (2 Corinthians 4:17). We triumph in Christ’s presence; we are afflicted in Christ’s presence. It is the influence of his presence which makes our fruits blossom, softens our afflictions, and transforms us from glory to glory.
     The fact that Christ is seated at the right hand of God means that he has “real power and dominion … majesty, glory, and honor … [and] blessedness,” 
 as Matthew Poole says. All of this is available for us, for our transformation.
     And that is why we are told to “2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.” So … V
                                    V
2. What Should You Do While You’re There? [Purpose: Part A] 2 Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.
     Notice that this verse contains both a positive injunction and a negative injunction.

     A. The Positive Injunction:  Set your minds on things that are above
     This is similar to the command in the previous verse, “seek those things which are above.” That previous command tells you to actively attempt to improve your spiritual life. This command, in this verse, tells you to develop the mindset that makes it natural to seek spiritual improvement. Literally it says “keep on setting or disposing your minds” toward things that are above. Transformation requires both effort and thought – outward effort and inward disposition.
     We must understand that Christ is transforming us, though we feel destroyed at times. As Vos says, “Through sanctification his holy character is impressed upon our souls, so that, notwithstanding our imperfections, God takes a true delight in us, seeing that the inner man is changed from day to day after the likeness of Christ.” 
 
     Now I must stop right here and ask you, “do you believe that God takes a true delight in you?” I believe that some of you don’t – or almost don’t, or don’t quite. Maybe it’s sin. “[Sin] interposes a barrier between us and the goal of our Christian striving … it obscures the vision of the heavenly state; it weakens the desire for its enjoyment; it breaks the energy of the will in pursuing it.” 
 But maybe it’s not sin. Maybe you are too distracted by the day-to-day grind of things to give God’s love a lot of thought. Or maybe you are caught up in the good things of life and you get your sense of satisfaction from those and not from the deeper and richer things of God and from a deep and fulfilling sense of how much he loves you. Maybe you run right past God’s ready embrace every day, and pour out your love and delight on something else or on someone else. Or maybe you can’t feel God’s delight in you because all you feel is pain. It is with you every day. It has been with you all your life or feels like it has. Hebrews 12 offers encouragement to those who feel that way. Some English versions refer to the afflictions which we endure as the “chastening” of the Lord; some refer to it as “discipline” or some comparatively harsh-sounding term; but the Greek calls it “child-training” – “paideia,” the word from which we get “pediatrics” and similar words. It is a hard thing with a soft intent. If I had the proverbial nickel for every harsh word I said against God in my afflictions and for every despairing, terrified cry in the darkness, I could buy myself a nice vacation house in the Bahamas, or more appropriately, I could buy God a nice thank you gift for his love and support and for the sheer delight he had in even my smallest steps toward faith and trust.
     It was grace that taught me these things, grace to look intently at God and who he is and to look in faith at his true intentions toward me and not trust my limited and corrupt judgment. Calvin says it this way, “For this sense of the divine perfections is the proper master to teach us piety, out of which religion springs. By piety I mean that union of reverence and love to God which the knowledge of his benefits inspires.” 
 And that’s it, right there – what you admire you will be become like.
     And one of the great benefits which God has given us is that we have escaped the world, though we live within it. This world is a transmogrifying place, but by God’s grace, and by his infusion of heaven within us and among us, for us this is a transforming place. Therefore, we live here not merely as strangers and pilgrims, but as “colonists, living in the dispersion in this present world.” 
 Individually, you might say, we are passing through; but collectively we are colonizing the planet. And on the day that God has appointed we will inherit – not heaven, merely – but the earth as well – a transformed earth, and a transformed you.
     B. The Negative Injunction: Not on things that are on earth.
     The second part of verse 2 tells us not to set our minds on things that are on the earth. Paul particularly means the carnal aspects of earth – the cares of this world, the allurements of this world – the things in this realm which transmogrify us.
     “The Christian has to keep his feet upon the earth, but his head in the heavens. He must be heavenly-minded here on earth and so help to make earth like heaven.” 
 Christ has absolute rights over us, but since he is benevolent in the way he exercises those rights, –   {are you listening husbands, are you listening bosses – be benevolent in the way you exercise your rights – like Christ} – he gives the blessings and the trials which are best for us and those trials and blessings which are best suited to making us unique individuals, uniquely loved and uniquely formed for special, individualized fellowship – now and eternally.
     Please understand that Paul does not want us to merely visit the transforming realm; he wants us to stay there, to live there. Here’s what he says:
3. Why Should You Want to Stay? [Purpose: Part B] 3 For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.
     Scripture gives us two reasons for living in the transforming place: first, you do not belong here (v. 3), and second, you belong to Christ (v. 4).

     A. You Do Not Belong Here: 3 For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God
     Notice the depth of connection here: “your life is hidden with Christ in God.” To avoid God, to avoid Christ is to avoid your very life. To live apart from Christ is like trying to live in a grave. To live for yourself, or to live for someone else is to live where you can only be transmogrified, and to live where transformation becomes harder and harder. You don’t belong in such a place. You belong in the spiritual presence of Christ – in constant and wholesome fellowship with him.
     Christianity is not “do,” but “be.” Or as one commentary puts it, “The design of the Gospel is not merely to give rules, but mainly to supply motives to holiness.” 

     “To Die to a thing or person, is to have nothing to do with it or him; to be totally separated from them: and to live to a thing or person is to be wholly given up to them; to have the most intimate connection with them. … ‘The Tapyrians are such lovers of wine, that they Live in wine; and the principal part of their Life is Devoted to it.’ They live to wine; they are insatiable drunkards.” 

     “Barclay also elaborated it thus: … ‘When a man was buried, the Greeks commonly spoke of him as being hidden in the earth; but the Christian had died a spiritual death in baptism, and he is not hidden in the earth but hidden in Christ’.” 

     B. You Belong With Christ:  4 When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.
     A time will come when your fellowship with Christ will not be spiritual, merely – but physical – in his visible presence, in glory, in full and unbroken communion. In that day your transformation will be complete.
He is our life: “all sorts of life, natural, spiritual, and eternal.” 

“The life is not only with Christ, it is Christ.” 

Conclusion

     As you can see from the things we just looked at, transformation or transmogrification both come from what goes on in your spirit, your soul, your mind. We’ve talked about being distracted or even harmed by inferior or unworthy things, about being enthralled by the world and missing God. So, here, in conclusion, is a poem about a little girl who ran past some superior things because she was enthralled by inferior things – a poem called “Janet Waking” by John Crowe Ransom.

Beautifully Janet slept

Till it was deeply morning. She woke them

And thought about her dainty-feathered hen,

To see how it had kept.

One kiss she gave her mother,

Only a small one gave she to her daddy

Who would have kissed each curl of his shining baby;

No kiss at all for her brother.

"Old Chucky, old Chucky!" she cried,

Running on little pink feet upon the grass

To Chucky's house, and listening. But alas,

Her Chucky had died.

It was a transmogrifying bee

Came droning down on Chucky's bald old head

And sat and put the poison. It scarcely bled,

But how exceedingly

And purply did the knot

Swell with the venom and communicate

Its rigor. Now the poor comb stood up straight.

But Chucky did not.

So there was Janet

Kneeling on the wet grass, crying her brown hen

(Translated far beyond the prayers of men)

To rise and walk upon it.

And weeping fast as she had breath

Janet implored us, "Wake her from her sleep!"

And would not be instructed in how deep

Was the forgetful kingdom of Death.
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