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James Littles invites us to take a closer look at the 
process of becoming more like Jesus. Through care-
ful examination of Scripture honed over a lifetime 
of walking a journey of faith, he shares many of the 
insights he has learned and taught. This book will 
gently nudge you in the direction of a closer walk 
with the Master. And as you make your way through 
the book, you will find joy and a refreshing in your 
spirit in the process.
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1

I remember the day my father/pastor baptized me in our 
small congregation in Galatia, Illinois. The year was 

1967. I would turn six years old the next week. Part of our 
humanity rests in the ability to remember and make mean-
ing in our lives. Most Christians can tell stories of their 
conversion experience. Some may have dramatic stories 
of changing direction in moments of crises, while others 
experienced a less dramatic transition while being part of a 
family that valued faith. 

Memories of my baptism from fifty years ago still 
bring thoughts of water bubbles, smiles on my parents’ 
faces, being welcomed by our church family, and trees that 
seemed much greener than when I went into church that 
day. I had committed to God all of the wickedness in my 
life. I do not think the accumulated sins contained too 
many items in those days, yet those sins still needed the 
work of redemption. While much water has gone under 
the bridge, and some has swelled over the bridge as well, 
I still quest for a deeper relationship with Christ a half 
century later.

As a child I could tell my Sunday school teacher and 
my pastor the right number of keys in the plan of salva-
tion. Certainly I was not the only child to make a key ring 

Walking in 
Newness of Life1
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2 | Walking in Newness of Life

that held mighty terms of repentance, baptism in Jesus’ 
name, and the Holy Spirit (of course I would have said 
Holy Ghost in 1967). With new birth we all joined a very 
large and very old family—a family that grows daily as it 
lives out God’s missionary purposes in the world. That 
birth, however, serves as a wonderful beginning rather 
than an end goal. 

Scripture gives us powerful witness to God’s assur-
ance that our lives together culminate in accordance with 
“the good pleasure of his will” (Ephesians 1:5). In fact, 
Paul went on to say, “That in the dispensation of the ful-
ness of times he might gather together in one all things 
in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are on 
earth; even in him; in whom also we have obtained an 
inheritance, being predestinated according to the purpose 
of him who worketh all things after the counsel of his own 
will” (Ephesians 1:10–11).

God has already brought these promises to pass 
through His will, predestining power, and loving grace. 
While some folks see predestination of the whole body 
and others see predestination on a more individual level, 
all must agree that God’s will shall be done through Christ.

On the other hand, Scripture also speaks of a fear that 
some will not enter that rest. “Let us therefore fear, lest, a 
promise being left us of entering into his rest, any of you 
should seem to come short of it. For unto us was the gos-
pel preached, as well as unto them: but the word preached 
did not profit them, not being mixed with faith in them 
that heard it” (Hebrews 4:1–2).

God has given abundant promises and grace to ensure 
“whosoever will” shall be saved, yet we face the paradox 
of laboring to enter into that rest (Hebrews 4:11).
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Personal Reflection

Briefly write out your conversion story. Tell 
the story as if you are explaining it to someone 
who has no idea about what it means to follow 
Jesus. Include influences that called you to faith, 
steps along the way in your conversion, and challenges 
you faced along the way. Witness to your personal 
experience rather than fitting a prescribed narrative.

The Way of SpiriTual formaTion

All disciples, and the communities they share, have the 
wonderful opportunity to put away immature faith as they 
seek to live out their new identity. While key rings help 
children think about going through the open door of rela-
tionship with Christ, that cardboard Sunday school class 
project will not be sufficient as God calls them to spiritual 
maturity. In fact they must mature beyond this founda-
tional truth if they hope to teach others.1 

Perhaps an example from grade school would help to 
illustrate the point. When I taught second grade math, I 
told students the big number always had to go on the top 
when they subtracted numbers. I did not tell the whole 
truth; maybe I was not telling the truth at all. As students 
learned the basic concept of subtraction, they needed to 
grasp the meaning of taking away numbers. The big num-
ber had to go on top. Using food examples always helped 
in the exercise. If you have six candy bars and your friends 
eat two of them, then how many candy bars do you have 
left? The big number goes on top . . . always (for now). 
Second graders needed to understand subtraction before 
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they were ready for negative numbers. Of course some of 
them could go on to irrational numbers, imaginary num-
bers, and the world where mathematicians seem to rarely 
even use numbers at all. Just as a math teacher carefully 
leads students to more complex and important mathe-
matical principles, our Teacher carefully leads us to more 
faithfully follow His example.

The way of discipleship calls us individually and 
corporately to continually become more like Jesus, our 
Teacher. Fortunately our Teacher provides simple starting 
places. Ongoing maturity continues to bless us with end-
less transformational opportunities. Spiritual formation is the 
lifelong personal and communal commitment to know Christ, to 
be remade in His image as a part of new creation, and to be on 
His mission. We start with new birth and adoption, but we 
must continue to grow if we wish to fulfill our Teacher’s 
good pleasure. 

Followers of Christ will have to go beyond society’s 
understanding of spirituality. One research project from 
Bowling Green State University defined spirituality as a 
search for the sacred.2 Christians must go further than this 
popular understanding of spirituality. They will pursue 
both loving God and loving their neighbors as themselves 
(Matthew 22:37–40). This new life of love, a life made 
possible by Jesus’ death and resurrection, reorients people 
from separation from God and His creation to lives which 
bring God glory (Ephesians 1:14).

The term spiritual formation emphasizes the process of 
maturing in faith.3 While some will use the term spiritual 
discipline to focus on the practices, spiritual formation 
focuses on the goal of being formed in Christ. This book 
invites us to participate in God’s re-creative work by 
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joining with Him in all areas of life. For example, our 
prayer life undergoes transformation as we mature in 
Christ. This perspective on prayer calls us to mature in 
the content, process, and expected outcomes of prayer. Of 
course, if we are not praying, then starting to pray will be 
a part of this perspective as well.

Spiritual formation centers on the person and work 
of Christ. “God so loved the world, that he gave his only 
begotten Son” (John 3:16). He did so to achieve His 
divine purpose of reconciling the whole world unto Him-
self. Consequently we have the wonder of being God’s 
ambassadors in the world, ambassadors with both the deeds 
and words of reconciliation.4 Our new nature springs from 
being reconciled to God and makes us the very righteous-
ness of God.

Spiritual formation calls us to see salvation and spir-
itual disciplines as more than a means of escape.5 The 
sacred escape paradigm sees following Jesus as a kind of Pied 
Piper who leads us out of our messy world and difficult 
situations. Sacred escapism tends to look away from Jesus’ 
incarnational identity. Jesus came as fully God and fully 
human. Biblical writers witnessed how they had heard 
Jesus, seen Jesus, and handled Jesus (I John 1:1). This Jesus 
wanted to send His followers into the world just as the 
Father had sent Him. Because His own work would be 
lived out in His disciples, He prayed for them. “I pray not 
that thou shouldest take them out of the world, but that 
thou shouldest keep them from the evil” (John 17:15). 
Spiritual formation will send us into the world to con-
tinue Jesus’ mission rather than merely seeking to keep 
us separated from the world. Jesus’ disciples must pursue 
incarnational rather than excarnational living. Separation 
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from the world prepares us to go back into the world. 
While some spiritual formation may attend to getting 
the world out of disciples, those same spiritual formation 
practices will send us right back into the world as Christ’s 
ambassadors. Disciples can do nothing else. They must fol-
low Jesus.

Personal Reflection

Review your spiritual formation from the 
last month.

1.  What did you pray about? What 
biblical passages did you read? What other 
spiritual activities did you practice to become more 
like Christ?

2.  Discuss your answers in number 1 with a 
spiritual friend. Carefully examine the degree to 
which your answers focus on: 

a.  becoming more like Christ 
b.  practicing behaviors out of obligation 
c.  seeking to be ready for Heaven
d.  preparing to better serve in the world

3.  How might you pray, read your Bible, or do 
other spiritual activities differently with a focus on 
following Jesus’ mission in the world?

on holineSS and CommuniTy

Modern Pentecostalism began as a part of the Holiness 
movement in the twentieth century. Apostolic Pente-
costals continue to celebrate their holiness identity in 
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the twenty-first century. Readers of I Peter 1 marvel 
at the invitation to demonstrate holiness in all areas of 
life. The blood of Christ makes holiness a possibility for 
His followers. While we cannot earn holiness through 
gold or our own efforts, we can joyfully “obey the truth 
through the Spirit unto unfeigned love of the brethren” 
(I Peter 1:22).

Spiritual formation intentionally embraces the won-
der of holiness. This holiness does not earn status with 
God, get His attention, or buy a spot on the “glory train” 
that takes ticket holders through Heaven’s portals. Excar-
national holiness keeps working on getting sin out of Jesus’ 
followers. On the other hand, incarnational holiness joy-
fully responds to the invitation to God’s holiness, sending 
them back into the world as servants of God. They pursue 
holiness in their inner being, finances, leisure, corporate 
relationships, family, and other areas of life. They celebrate 
the opportunity to be more like Christ as they serve on 
His mission.

Fortunately the call to holiness, like salvation, comes 
in the context of Christ’s body, the church. A holiness 
people mature in their calling to be a “chosen generation, 
a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people; that 
[they] should shew forth the praises of him who hath 
called [them] out of darkness into his marvellous light” (I 
Peter 2:9). Holy communities support each other as they 
mature in Christ and serve the world together. Their 
hope rests in the One who calls, equips, and sends them 
to be salt, light, and a city on a hill.6 Holy communities 
do not succumb to excarnational minimum standards, 
nor do they live anxiously wondering if they can ever 
measure up to their holy God. Rather than trying to earn 
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their own salvation, they freely receive His holiness and 
follow His leading to live holy. They become holy as He 
is holy.

Personal Reflection

Consider a holiness question a new convert 
may face. How could you help the new convert 
reframe that question in terms of being like 
Christ and being a living witness in the world?

SpiriTual GifTinG on The miSSion

Spiritual formation begs for a renewed focus on the work 
of the Holy Spirit. Pentecostals and the wider evangelical 
community use the term “born again” or “new birth” to 
encapsulate the wonder of transformation that happens at 
conversion. Jesus used this language of being born again 
(or born from above) in His late night conversation with 
Nicodemus in John 3. The radical change from the king-
dom of sin to Jesus’ new kingdom certainly does reflect a 
new beginning for His followers. In fact Paul expressed 
the wonder of new creatureliness to be a total transfor-
mation, “If any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: 
old things are passed away; behold, all things are become 
new” (II Corinthians 5:17). This new creature identity 
comes through baptism in water and Spirit.

New birth, however, is not the only New Testament 
image to convey our new identity in Christ’s family. For 
spiritual formation purposes, disciples need to understand 
the role of adoption as seen in Romans 8:15, Galatians 4:5, 
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and Ephesians 1:5. Adoption in the Roman and Jewish 
world served different purposes than it does in the con-
temporary Western world. Adoption served to ensure the 
continuation of a person’s lineage, business, or empire. 
Jacob’s decision to adopt Joseph’s two sons, Manasseh and 
Ephraim, elevated them to full-son status as inheritors. 
Roman emperors, such as Julius Caesar, used adoption to 
solidify their legacy and secure the empire in critical times 
of transition. This adoption brought grown men with a 
proven leadership record into an emperor-in-waiting status.

Adopted sons and daughters receive full rights and 
responsibilities with natural born children. Once the judge 
terminated the former father’s rights, the former father had 
no claim on his adult children. While new birth shows the 
beginning (that is an infant spiritual relationship with the 
family of God), adoption speaks to the Kingdom potential 
in God’s new sons and daughters. Even in the first days 
of new life, all men and women should recognize their 
right to call, “Abba, Father,” rather than surrendering to 
the “spirit of bondage again to fear” (Romans 8:15). We 
should not, however, see this as merely being released 
from fear to joyful service. Once the Holy Spirit takes up 
residence in people’s lives, they must realize God chose 
them with a purpose. They would continue Jesus’ min-
istry and do even greater works than their Teacher (John 
14:12). All four Gospels end with Jesus sending His small 
group of followers to continue His mission. Of course 
Jesus still sends us today.

Spiritual formation for adopted sons and daughters 
must address this shift in life’s purposes. While new birth 
extends the opportunity to live in the Kingdom, adoption 
speaks to the need to identify, develop, and use spiritual 
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gifts for Kingdom purposes. Jesus’ Kingdom parables 
included distribution of resources to stewards as a way to 
address this related concept of being chosen with purpose. 
(See Matthew 25:14–30.) 

Personal Reflection

While we all celebrate the wonder of new 
birth, we must also see our adoption through 
the lens of purposeful identity transformation. 
Read Jesus’ commission at the end of each Gospel. How 
has God gifted you to be part of that mission in the 
world? 

ConCluSion

As we progress through this extended look at spiritual for-
mation, we should feel both the centripetal and centrifugal 
forces of the Spirit. The centripetal force draws us ever 
closer to the center of God as we are renewed day-by-
day in the image of Christ. On the other hand the Spirit’s 
centrifugal force sends us out into the world. This centrif-
ugal force goes from “Jerusalem, and in all Judea, and in 
Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 
1:8). The Spirit’s dynamic power always sends the people 
of God with gifts. They go in the comfort of the Spirit with 
words to share. They go with spiritual authority and gifting. 
They go as one body with differing gifts—gifts graciously 
bestowed by God.7 Growing in these gifts requires spiri-
tual formation. Spiritual formation ensures that saints are 
not “conformed to this world: but [are] transformed by the 
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