
10 Measures of Maturation 
 
First, a review: The Human Condition as outlined in Genesis 1-3: 
 

• Imago Dei – we are originally created in the image of God (see Gen. 1:26-31 & 2:18-25) 
o Relational: we are made in, through, and for relationships 
o Missional: we bear the image of God as we live into our call to dominion and live 

out God’s purposes 
 

• Distorted imago – That image is now distorted and distorted in 3 ways: (see Gen. 3:1-7) 
o Sinful and ego-driven (prone to all sorts of idolatry) 
o Wounded and broken (distorted by the distorted parts of others!) 
o Shameful and fearful (feelings associated with distortion – cf. 2:25 & 3:10) 

 

• False self – the fig-leaf self (see Gen. 3:7-13) 
o to manage the distortion and feelings therein, we cover up with fig leaves and 

hide behind bushes – ingrained behavior of self-protection and hiddenness. 
 
Based on what we know of The Human Condition, we can then discern the path of Spiritual 
Formation:  
 

• Challenge – the false self becomes so ingrained that we think it’s who we really are. Our 
persona becomes our personality. That being the case, God needs to disrupt our default 
way of being, either directly through the Holy Spirit or indirectly by using people who 
speak truth into our lives. 

 

• Vulnerability – if God challenges us and disrupts our figurative fig-leaves, we will 
immediately feel vulnerable. Our distortions will now be on display. 

 

• Safety – vulnerability holds tremendous potential for either rejection & condemnation 
or intimacy & connection. When vulnerability is received in safety, we tend to the latter. 
 

If we can create environments with a simultaneous combination of challenge, vulnerability, 
and safety, then the Holy Spirit tends to do transformative things in our lives. In fact, it is this 
same combination that we see Jesus continually creating in the Gospels. For he is full of truth 
and full of grace (John 1:14,17). The truth presents a challenge that elicits vulnerability. The 
grace receives the vulnerability in an environment of safety. 
 
What does this transformation look like? The distorted imago Dei is transformed into the 
imago Christi. We are conformed to the image of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18). We become mature, as 
Paul writes to the Ephesians (Eph. 4:11-16). To put more flesh around this concept of becoming 
mature in Christ, here are 10 measures of maturation: 



Measure of Maturation #1: A growing conformity to the Image of Christ 
 

Maturing individuals exhibit a growing conformity to the image of God in Christ (2 Cor. 
3:18 & Romans 8:28-29). Sometimes “conformity to Christ” can feel like a nebulous 
concept, so it can be helpful to describe transformation into the imago Christi as 
“experiencing a set of breakthroughs.” In the following list of breakthroughs, every one of 
the characteristics on the left is related to the distorted or false self, while every 
characteristic on the right is connected to Christ.  

 
self-centered → God-centered and other-concerned 

feeling distant from God → hearing God’s voice 
trying to earn favor → relishing love 

busyness → peace (distracted → present) 
prideful/arrogant → humbled & humble 

sense of being right → sense of wonder/curiosity 
shame → acceptance 

fear → love   
insecure  → secure      

restrained/guarded → authentic/vulnerable 
unaware → self-aware 
entitled → grateful 

 
While being conformed to the image of Christ leads to this common set of experiences, it 
also seems important to highlight that conformity and uniformity are not the same things. 
In our collective calling to be like Christ, we are not all called to become the same, exact 
person—carbon-copies of one another. In that respect, Dallas Willard’s definition of 
discipleship is often helpful for people: I am to live the life Christ would lead if he had my 
life—my gifts, my experiences, my circumstances, etc.  

 
 
Measure of Maturation #2: A growing capacity to be grounded in God-given identity 

 
The maturing person undergoes a dramatic shift in identity. When we are shrouded with 

fig leaves, our persona becomes our personality and our identity gets wrapped up in stuff 
that, in an ultimate sense, is false. As we live out of our distorted and false selves (full of 
pretense, hiding, shame, fear, and pride), we end up losing touch with our God-given 
identity (loved, secure, humble, authentic). Just like Adam and Eve, we are prone to listen to 
voices that contradict the voice of God or cause us to doubt God’s good intentions. Yet, 
each person is called by God into a journey that Jesus modeled—a journey that begins by 
listening to God’s voice, a voice that calls us His beloved (see Matt. 3:13-4:11). That voice 
not only forged Jesus’ identity so he could withstand the tempter in the wilderness; it also 
kept him on the Father’s mission despite voices of praise and derision that might have led 
him astray. As Henry Nouwen explains, we face the same temptations and need the same 
solution: 



 
“Many voices ask for our attention. There is a voice that says, 'Prove that you are a 
good person.' Another voice says, 'You’d better be ashamed of yourself.' There also is 
a voice that says, 'Nobody really cares about you,' and one that says, 'Be sure to 
become successful, popular, and powerful.' But underneath all these often very noisy 
voices is a still, small voice that says, 'You are my Beloved, my favor rests on you.' 
That’s the voice we need most of all to hear.”  (from Bread for the Journey) 
 

Hearing God’s voice makes all the difference. It marks our identity so that we no longer 
believe we have to create an identity that pleases God or others.  
 

We are all on a journey of becoming who God made us to be, and becoming is less a 
matter of living up to an expectation and more a matter of living into an identity. We live 
living into an identity that is already ours.  

 
 
Measure of Maturation #3: A growing understanding of self 

 
The maturing person continually seeks greater self-understanding, not for the sake of 

self-indulgent navel-gazing or independently achieved self-help, but for the sake of 
enlarging our awareness both of our distortions and our cover-ups, as well as our 
undeveloped gifts intended for God’s Kingdom.  

 
If we are maturing, we willingly admit, on an ongoing basis, that we are prone to self-

delusion and self-deception. Through engagement with honest people and openness to the 
disruptive acts of the Holy Spirit, we can grow our awareness of unnecessary patterns of 
self-protection and hiddenness—patterns that help us manage fear and shame, but also 
prevent us from experiencing abundant life in God.  

 
The false self exists because of fears at work in the distorted self, fears that are often in 

response to perceived threats rather than real threats. When we cultivate self-
understanding, we recognize our particular tendency toward a certain kind of fear. For 
instance, if we tend toward a fear of being harmed, our false self may manifest as 
overprotection. If we fear rejection, we may do almost anything to maintain peace and 
prevent others from walking away. Regardless of what’s motivating the fear and the 
accompanying manifestation of false self, we remain far from God’s intention of relational 
reciprocation. In fact, we live in a deceivingly sinful place, separated from God and others.  

 
Maturing people are well-aware of the ways in which they are most prone to deception. 

They know what’s going to trigger negative emotions, and they’re cognizant of the negative 
behaviors in which they are most likely to engage. This knowledge is gained over time since 
the quest for greater self-understanding is lifelong and requires renewed effort as 
circumstances change. This process of self-examination, self-criticism, and self-revelation is 



not simply a narcissistic quest for self-knowledge. Rather, this discipline empowers us to 
become more centered on God and more connected with others. 

 
Those who are maturing continually seek self-knowledge, which along with 

accountability and the Spirit’s aid, can lead them into God’s intended purpose. When we 
are aware of the ways we tend to hide and the masks we tend to wear, we can more readily 
come out of hiding and remove the masks that keep us isolated from God and others. 
Moreover, we can see the fears that prevent us from courageous living into our Spirit-given 
gifts. 

 
 

Measure of Maturation #4: A growing capacity to be present to God, self, and others 
 
If living out of “the false self” results in us being alienated from God, self, and others, 

then maturity entails quite the opposite: union and communion marked by a capacity to be 
present to God, self, and others.  

 
Exercising this capacity is challenging for various reasons. For one, many people are 

taught to listen to God only in special moments of prayer or worship, rather than being 
aware of God’s presence via perpetual relational interaction. Additionally, most of us are 
taught to silence or tamp down the inner self in order to get present to others. If only that 
were possible! The goal, instead, is to be present to God, self, and others simultaneously in 
each moment. The more we are in tune with what’s going on inside of us, the more we can 
attune to those around us. 

 
When we are able to achieve this simultaneous presence, we become an embodiment 

of the true self, a reflection of the greatest commandments, and an indicator of growing 
union and communion with God, self, and others. We can be fully present to others and as 
David Augsburger wrote, “Being heard [and seen] is so close to being loved that for the 
average person they are almost indistinguishable.” 

 
 
Measure of Maturation #5: A growing capacity for relationships and mission  

 
Not only does Genesis 1 & 2 reveal that the imago Dei primarily consists of relationship 

and mission, but there are lots of other scriptural references to the primacy of those two 
dimensions: 

 

• Psalm 8 is about relationship & mission — what are human beings that you are 
mindful of us (relationship) and given us dominion (mission)? 

• The Great Commandment and Great Commission are about relationship and 
mission, respectively. 



• Ephesians 4 is about mission (works of service in Christ’s name) and relationship 
(unity as the body of Christ). 

 

Plain and simple: we were born to be in relationship and to be responsible for the world 
around us. Consequently, we discover that we are most fully alive when we truly live into 
our relational and missional callings.  
 
YET, these are the things we struggle with the most. The maturing person shows evidence 
of development in their capacity for God-given relationship and Kingdom-driven mission. 
Furthermore, as their relational and missional capacities develop, so does their appreciation 
for the collective body of Christ with whom they exercise these capacities. 

  
 
Measure of Maturation #6: A growing capacity to handle mistakes well 

 
When we’re caught up in what Paul would call “the former self,” we can rarely admit 

when we are wrong. We go to great lengths to cover up distortions that are both significant 
and small. But when we live in “the new self,” we can not only admit when we are wrong, 
but we can also sit in the wrongdoing without shame—or at least, without letting shame 
win! 

 
Here’s another way of saying it: mature people are able to rise above defensive 

patterns. Normally, when we make a mistake, we do exactly what Adam and Eve did: hide 
and blame. Maturing people develop the capacity to take a step back, see their mistake, 
and behave in a different way. They own it, they get present to the consequences on 
themselves and others, and they clean up any messes caused by their wrongdoing. 

 
This is helpfully illustrated through the 

Japanese art of Kintsugi, which is a profound way 
of accepting imperfection. In this artform, broken 
pottery is repaired by mending the areas of 
breakage using lacquer mixed with powdered 
gold. The fault-lines end up being highlighted 
instead of being covered up. It treats breakage 
and repair as a celebrated part of the object’s 
history, rather than something to disguise. There is 
a correlation here with Spiritual Formation. There are many strands of Christianity where 
one would think the goal—sometimes explicitly stated, but usually only implied—is moral 
perfection. But what if part of our core purpose is simply participation with God? Might this 
realization put us in sync with a range of biblical characters? In the scriptures, we 
consistently encounter characters who fall short of moral perfection (they are deeply 
flawed) and yet, God nevertheless uses them for divine purposes. 

 

https://www.google.com/search?q=kintsugi


In the process of handling mistakes well, maturing people learn to willingly embrace 
vulnerability (or at the very least, embrace it when it is thrust upon them). They do this 
because they know vulnerability is a pathway toward transformative growth. When the 
maturing person embraces vulnerability, they are increasingly choosing one cost over 
another: While there may be a cost to vulnerability, there is an even greater cost to 
invulnerability. Sure, it feels risky, uncomfortable, and distressing to be vulnerable. In fact, 
our vulnerability doesn’t just make us uncomfortable; it also elicits discomfort and stress in 
others. That’s because our vulnerability disrupts the status quo of the relationship, makes 
the other person want to “fix” the situation, and gets them thinking about their own need 
for vulnerability. It’s all very uncomfortable and YET, it bears repeating: the cost of 
vulnerability is not as high as the cost of remaining invulnerable. If we stay in the state 
brought on by the fig-leaf/false/fraudulent self, we lack intimacy with God, self, and others 
and we lack the capacity to live into God’s vocation for us. We give up so much when, in 
fact, we could be fully alive.  

 
 
Measure of Maturation #7: A growing capacity for differentiation 

 
Differentiation is the descriptor used to account for the relational interaction of the 

three persons of the Trinity. It is a quality of relational interaction that is characterized the 
presence of a seeming paradox: closeness & intimacy as well as independence & 
separateness. Theologically speaking, we assume that the three persons of the Trinity are 
able to live into the tensions created by particularity and relatedness, intimacy and alterity, 
inclusion and distinctness.  

 
These combinations seem paradoxical and to some people, an impossibility. To see the 

feasibility of these combinations, consider differentiation as a picture of relational health 
that stands in contrast to two descriptions that oppose the Trinitarian vision: isolation 
(complete separateness so as to lose any notion of community) and fusion (complete 
closeness so as to lose any notion of individuality). It is possible to avoid these extreme 
positions. 

 
In fact, those who are on a path toward maturity are increasingly able to exhibit 

differentiation in each relational interaction. They are able to love themselves by living into 
who God uniquely made them to be while simultaneously loving others by encouraging 
them to live into who God made them to be. In other words, a maturing person can, among 
other things, express what they think, feel, believe, and are willing to do while also 
advocating for others to do the same.  

 
In order to achieve differentiation, the maturing person must increasingly tolerate the 

paradox of seemingly competing needs: the need to exercise one's original and unique 
belovedness and the need for interdependence with others that celebrates their 
uniqueness and considers them better than oneself (1 Cor. 12:12-27 and Phil. 2:1-11). For 
those who seek to satisfy only one of these two great needs, the result is diminishment, a 



falling short of what might otherwise be realized, which is a predictable result of thwarting 
God’s intentions. In order to embrace both needs simultaneously (and thus, increase our 
capacity for differentiation), we need abundant wisdom from God, grace from Christ, and 
strength from the Holy Spirit.  

 
 
Measure of Maturation #8: A growing knowledge of our own ignorance 

 
Those in the maturation process experience something similar to the Dunning-Kruger 

effect. This phenomenon, originally described by social psychologists David Dunning and 
Justin Kruger, involves a cognitive bias wherein incompetent people believe they are more 
competent than they actually are. Why? Because their incompetence prevents them from 
recognizing their lack of ability. In other words, fools are blind to their own foolishness.  

 
The Dunning-Kruger effect also posits that once people reach a certain level of 

competence, they actually begin to realize the true extent of their incompetence, inability, 
and ignorance. As they continue to grow, they increase their competence, ability, and 
knowledge, but always know that there’s impossibly more to be gained.  

 
The same is true for spiritual maturity. Those at lower levels of maturity are unlikely to 

recognize their own immaturity (again, fools are blind to their own foolishness). Yet, once 
they pass a certain threshold of growing maturity, they not only recognize their lack of 
maturity, but they can also see more clearly what stands in the way of their continual 
growth. As such, they are never smug and in fact, seem to grow in humility even as they 
increase in spiritual maturity. 

 
 
Measure of Maturation #9: An ever-increasing maturity, never done growing 

 
The process of being formed and molded into the imago Christi is never complete until 

the Kingdom come. Indeed, it is a continuous, non-linear, winding journey toward an ever-
elusive goal. The maturing person savors this adventurous pilgrimage, relishing the 
incomprehensibility of God and our inability to grasp all that God can and will accomplish. 

 
In this context, it is helpful to think for a moment about the words “adolescent” and 

“adult.” Etymologically, they both derive from the same Latin root: adolescere, which 
means “to grow to maturity.” The English word “adolescence” implies this very idea; it is a 
time of growing, physically, from a child into a mature adult.  

 
The etymology of “adult” suggests something more fascinating. It is derived from the 

past participle of adolescere: adultus. Grammatically speaking, the past participle is the 
form of a verb, typically ending in “-ed” in English, which forms the perfect tense—
something perfected or completed. Thus, an adult is one who has completed the task of 
“growing to maturity.” In other words, they are considered a “grown-up.”  

https://www.google.com/search?q=dunning-kruger+effect
https://www.google.com/search?q=dunning-kruger+effect


 
While this may be a good descriptor of the physical phenomenon, it is hardly the case 

that all people who have physically grown into adulthood can simultaneously be identified 
as “grown-ups” in a more holistic sense. God calls us to grow up and keep growing up! 

 
 
Measure of Maturation #10: A growing capacity to re-examine our mental image of God  

 
If we are aware of just how distorted we are and just how much those distortions can 

lead to a cascading of further distortions, then we will unabashedly seek to re-examine all 
assumptions. If we’re not careful, many of our assumptions prevent us from living into 
God’s design for our lives. Thus, the maturing person develops a high capacity to challenge 
existing assumptions. In fact, they rigorously surface, test, and transcend limiting 
assumptions.  

 
One of the most limiting assumptions can be our mental image of God. As A.W. Tozer 

writes, “What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing 
about us. … Our real idea of God may lie buried under the rubbish of conventional religious 
notions and may require an intelligent and vigorous search before it is finally unearthed and 
exposed for what it is. Only after an ordeal of painful self-probing are we likely to discover 
what we actually believe about God.” (The Knowledge of the Holy: The Attributes of God, Their 

Meaning in the Christian Life. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978.)  
 
Fr. Gregory Boyle of Homeboy Industries provides a perfect example of this in Tattoos 

on the Heart: The Power of Boundless Compassion. Since people, esp. the “homies” he 
works with, are eternally disappointing others and disappointing themselves, Fr. Boyle 
writes that “one hopes (against all human inclination) to model not the ‘one false move’ 
God but the ‘no matter whatness’ of God. You seek to imitate the kind of God you believe 
in, where disappointment is, well, Greek to Him. You strive to live the black spiritual that 
says, ‘God looks beyond our fault and sees our need.’ … Before this can take hold in gang 
members, they strut around in protective shells of posturing, which stunts their real and 
complete selves” (52). What a difference between those two mental images of God—the 
“one false move” God and the “no matter what” God. If we believe in the “one false move” 
God, then of course we layer on the false self and act out various defensive postures. But as 
Boyle later states on p. 60, “The ‘no matter whatness’ of God dissolves the toxicity of shame 
and fills us with tender mercy.” 

 
 
And more … 
  



Measure of Maturation #11: A growing capacity to live a cruciform life  
 
The spiritual formation process outlined at the beginning of this document inherently 

involves the shedding of the shame-management strategies of the “false self” and the 
rebuke/correction of the idolatrous parts of the “distorted self.” It is a straightening of that 
which is crooked (i.e., the literal definition of depraved). Both the shedding and the rebuke 
can be understood as deaths that occur so that the Spirit might resurrect a self as God 
intends.  

 
In some ways, this transformational journey resembles the movement of Christ through 

death into new life. As the “false self” dies, both the wounded and idolatrous portions of 
the “distorted self” become available to the healing and redeeming power of Christ’s Spirit. 
Through this redemption, one can experience the emergence of a self that reflects God’s 
intentions.  

 
The whole process also seems to resonate deeply with the Pauline notion of “dying to 

self” and “putting on Christ.” In other words, ego-centric (mal)formation gives way to a 
Christo-centric formation wherein our real self comes into being (Rom. 6:4-8 and Gal. 5:24). 
The path is one of descent and cruciformity, so that the risen Christ may live in us, and us in 
Christ. We cease living out of ego and begin living into new creation and new identity. As we 
grow into the imago Christi, parts of ourselves die while the hope and the joy of the 
resurrection begin to manifest in our lives. 

 
 
Other Possibilities 

• A different way of gaining knowledge — maturing individuals don’t just pursue 
information (1 Corinthians 8:1). Rather, they understand that experience transforms 
more than information (John 8:31-32).  "Our will is transformed by experience, not 
information.” ~ Dallas Willard (to really understand this, it might need to be set up by 
James K.A. Smith) 

• What else can I say about Mission? 


