Growing in Christ
Scripture: 2 Peter 1:5-11

“Do your best to improve your faith. You can do this by agdjnodness, understanding, self-
control, patience, devotion to God, concern for othamd, love. If you keep growing in this way,
it will show that what you know about our Lord Jesusi§iihas made your lives useful and
meaningful. But if you don't grow, you are like someone wghtearsighted or blind, and you
have forgotten that your past sins are forgiven. Mgnfits, you must do all you can to show that
God has really chosen and selected you. If you keep og tios) you won't stumble and fall.
Then our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ will give you ai@lsrwelcome into his kingdom that
will last forever.”

It seems like all the messages you hear from thsitpilese days are related to each other in
some way — they're all about being a transformaticoaimunity. A few months ago | was
reading a book for one of my correspondence coursesié&adbloring our Christian Faith

(edited by W. T. Purkiser) that had some thoughts on waygrow as Christians. | really liked
what | read and | wanted to share these things thetineed preached. As I've been getting this
message ready, | realized that I'm just talking abomrtesof the same things everyone else has
been preaching about, with maybe a different perspedtitrenk God is trying to tell us
something.

As | was working on this message, | thought | would do soimgt’ve never done before —
create an acronym. As many of you know, an acronym isrd made by using the first letter or
letters of a series of words, and sometimes it'seeasiremember a list of words or steps if you
have an acronym to remind you about it. So we’ve bekmgahbout being a transformational
community, but | realized it wouldn’t work to use the @étransformation” — it has 14 letters,
so you'd have to remember 14 words, which would be hardemember than the word
“transformation” itself. Then | thought of severabmds that all began with “s,” but then realized
that you might remember the letter “s,” but would haveal time remembering a bunch of
words that all began with “s.” After creating a burémonsense words, | found a way to spell
“growth” with six words — some | had to tweak a bit to makeork. But maybe you'll
remember my message today if you think of the word “grédwth

| feel like I'm just going to scratch the surface — ablghmessage could be preached on each one
of these words, but I'm going to try to give a broad vieawv today. Also, this is not an all-
exhaustive study on how we grow — I'll just be talkifgpat some ways God brings about
transformation in our character.

Growth is natural. Physically, we grow and change. thifi it's cute for babies to talk baby
talk, but if they do it at age 10, something is serioustyng. What is normal at a young age
becomes unnatural and undesirable at an older age. So gwmvthaturity is normal. It's

normal not only physically, but spiritually as wellh& scripture that was read from 2 Peter says
that as we grow, our lives will be more meaningful andulse our knowledge of Jesus, but if
we don’'t grow, we are nearsighted or blind, forgetting thatpast sins are forgiven. We should
be growing.



Have you ever been around someone who just seems tdesreout of their pores? There are
a few people that | feel are so much like Jesus tlat lwant to be around them. It’s not
anything they particularly do — it’s just who they ar&e lalways wanted to be like that — to be
so full of Jesus that people can just sense His presemay life. Growing in our Christian walk
means growing to be more like Christ.

But when | look at myself, | fall so short of thatad God has so much work to do in me. |
think we all feel that way, if we are really honesthwourselves. We respond in wrong ways and
find ourselves not always doing what we know God wants de.toWe want to change and do
better, because we don't like to see the way we are.

But the problem is that change is hard — Kelly talkedvestk about how God often uses people
around us to cause us to grow, giving us lots of practicesporeling to each other with the
attitude of Christ. The process of change can febadsas or worse than the condition we are
in. Sometimes that’s simply because change is paiiut.sometimes the things God has to do
to show us our hearts is really painful because we’tdiisd to what our problem really is. And
sometimes bringing about the change is painful because seeset in our ways, and we don't
realize that we don’t actually want to change.

It's interesting to me that the last two in the listbaracter qualities in 2 Peter are “concern for
others” and “love.” We can't really love each otireChristian community unless we allow
God to change us and help us grow.

The first step to growing in Christ is simply to lb@n into His family. Jesus told Nicodemus in
John 3:3 that he had to be “born again.” Being born agaibecoming a Christian, simply
means making God the boss of your life. Yes, it invobagving in Him, but it also means a
choice to give Him every area of your life and comntttyourself to obeying Him in all those
areas. So for the “G” you can put “Give yourself futlyGod.” Acts 16:31 says in the Amplified
Bible, “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ [give yoursgifto Him, take yourself out of your own
keeping and entrust yourself into His keeping] and youheiltaved.” Sometimes people start
to come to church and they see a much better way tahide¢hey want to do the same. So they
may try to straighten out their lives and make betterces, and a lot of things may improve.
But as time goes on, they find that they struggle tdyr&éa¢ the Christian life — some outward
ways of living may have gotten better, but they stilhiggle with many other areas. They don'’t
really feel close to God and they wonder if He is exeme. But you can’t grow spiritually if
you haven’'t even been born into God’s family yet. S@u haven't given your life to Him, |
encourage you to do that this morning, and not just tryum gavn strength to live the Christian
life.

So once we are born into God’s family, how do we growtspily? A baby doesn’'t grow

unless it has food, warmth, and nurture. In the samethere are specific things that help us to
grow spiritually. Before Kelly left on his sabbatiché spoke a message on one way that we
grow and mature called “spiritual disciplines.” Spiritdaciplines are those things that we
often think of when we get asked the question: “How do yowgn Christ?” We know that
reading our Bibles, praying, worship, fasting, and things likewhll help us to grow. Pastor
Tonie Gatlin talked a few weeks ago about the importahbaving the Word of God in us so



that throughout the day, we will more automaticallyresl the way God wants us to. When
we’ve spent time with Him in the morning, often we an@re sensitive to His involvement and
guidance in our every moment during the day. There ang ohfferent activities that can be
considered spiritual disciplines, and you can get whotk$€on ways to actively pursue growth
in our lives. So for the “r” in “growth” you can writ&Read your Bible and pray.” 1 Peter 2:2
talks about how reading the Word helps us to grow: “Agbaen babes, desire the pure milk of
the word, that you may grow thereby.” Bible reading angigarare not the only spiritual
disciplines, but they are the most obvious ones, ths exeryone thinks of, so this letter can
remind you of spiritual disciplines.

Why do spiritual disciplines help us grow? It's becausa sifnple truth that we see in all
relationships. The foundation of our Christianity is hgwva relationship with God. We grow in
Him as we grow closer to Him. And the way we growser to Him is by spending time with
Him. In the same way, we grow in relationships witieotpeople when we spend time together
— the kind of time that’s not just being in the same resmomeone. It doesn't always have to
be super deep, but it's being together, being real, enjoyingsthagether, and sometimes being
brutally honest and opening up about ourselves. That's logrew closer to a friend or
spouse,; it's also how we naturally grow closer to God.

So I'm not talking about just gaining knowledge about God. Weé dead our Bibles so we can
have perfect doctrine, or be able to show off how nmetknow. We spend time with God so
we can know Him better. Knowing God’s Word helps us kmdwit God says, how He thinks,
and what He is like. That in turn helps us think the samgeand makes us more spiritually alert
and able to make right choices. As we pray, we aketplvith God, not just talking to Him.

He speaks to us through His Word, and sometimes just adigsas we wait on Him. Worship
helps us to focus on who God is and understand Him in argnsway. Fasting helps us die to
our physical desires and become more alert to spiritugjgtand able to hear from God more.

There are times in my life when | have memorized af&cripture, and those verses have
stayed with me till this day. | may forget exactly wéo find them, but when | need them, they
come to mind and it doesn’t take long to find them. Whlead my brain surgery, | went over
Psalm 91 in my mind, and it comforted me so much they tithve to give me calming
medication before they wheeled me into the operatomr 1 find that when | have spent time
in prayer and Bible meditation, | am so much calmermnre sensitive to the Lord throughout
the day. So these spiritual disciplines are notdusies to fulfill that will somehow make God
love us more or make us “better” Christians — they help asaw near to God, to become more
sensitive to Him, and to learn to hear His voice more

But there are also other ways that we grow. Spiritisgilines focus on us doing positive
actions. Another way to grow is by not doing somethkimgpt giving in to temptation. We grow
in the Lord by continued resisting of temptation. Theifothe word “growth” stands for
“Overcome temptation.”

1 Corinthians 10:13 says “No temptation has overtaken you blutasuis common to man; and
God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted bey what you are able, but with the
temptation will provide the way of escape also, so thatwill be able to endure it.”



Sometimes when we are tempted we feel like we arengettwhere at all. When we struggle
with the same old thing, sometimes failing, we look atfailures or just the fact that we
struggle with it still and think we are as bad off as &eehever been, if not worse. But it’s kind
of like someone who works out and gets stronger musdesthiey had before. During the
workout, especially at first, it doesn’t feel too dgrdaut in time, those muscles are developed by
their constant use and exercise. (I can’t say | kisvby experience, but I've heard that it’s
like that.)

When Kelly began his backpacking trip, he couldn’t go thaafdirst — that is, relatively
speaking — it seemed pretty far to me! Part of thattheecredibly hot weather he was
experiencing, but it wasn’t easy walking 15-20 miles a dayt hB began walking farther and
farther each day. By the middle of the trip when hianglown to visit him, he arrived a couple of
days earlier to our meeting point and had to hang out aahents’ house and wait for me
because | couldn’t change my flight. In the end, he engezbming home a whole week early
because he began being able to walk more and more eacheéafallenged his body to work
hard, and he grew stronger and stronger. In the samave/gyow spiritual “muscles” by
resisting temptation.

Temptations come in many ways. Sometimes we just tfibking tempted to do something
that is obviously wrong, like going out and partying, dadnggs, or whatever. But sometimes
it's less obvious, like when we are tempted to feel sfomrpurselves, or to be self-centered, or
to hold onto a grudge when we have been wronged. Or liecamore subtle — spiritual pride,
spiritual ambition, or even spiritual discouragement. [8Wou may be struggling and dealing
with these things, it may seem like nothing is gettingeloebut your resistance to follow your
own desires is strengthening your spiritual muscles andngaysu to grow strong in the Lord.
Satan wants you to become discouraged because youading deth temptation, but just the
fact that you are struggling and not just giving in withoutkimg about it shows that you have a
desire for God and for righteousness.

If you never do anything to exercise your physical muscles, goarbe flabby and unfit. In the
same way, if it is always easy to do the right thing,become lazy and comfortable in our
Christian walk. It's easy to be kind and loving when yal ¢pod, but it takes a lot more
character and strength to be kind when you feel kind afdmy The strange thing is that when
we feel bad, we think something’s wrong, but that is tine tivhen our actions can actually
reveal how much we are really growing. Bad feelingeoptations aren’t necessarily a sign of
immaturity; every time we make a right choice whenfeed crummy is a cause for rejoicing!

So we grow by doing some things (the positive side) andaing others (the negative side), but
there’s a third way that God causes to grow. This is Wbansider the most difficult way to
grow. “W” stands for “Walk through the wilderness.”

Sometimes we grow in the Lord by going through the wildss, a word which is also translated
“desert” many times. The wilderness speaks of drynef§isudtitimes, pain and suffering. Itis
not a nice place to be! The Children of Israel werdénwilderness 40 years, and it's not
generally considered a time of great victory and rejoidiog,a time of struggle and difficulty.



| want to look at some verses in Hosea 2 that speak abog in the wilderness. In verse 14
God says,Therefore, behold, | will allure her, bring her into thiégderness and speak kindly to
her.” What does “allure” mean? It means “to attwgith something desirable.” We don’t really
think of the wilderness as being something positive, sontggethibe “allured” into. Why on

earth would God use that word to speak of bringing ustih@avilderness when the wilderness is
the hardest place to be? We don'’t exactly feel likevtiderness is something desirable!

| think the answer lies in what follows. God bringaigy into our lives in the wilderness. Let’s
continue reading:

In verse 15, God says, “There | will give her back heryangs, and will make the Valley of
Achor a door of hope.” “Achor” means trouble. How maiyou here are looking for trouble?
Do you wake up in the morning and think, “I wonder how troukileceme to me today. | can't
wait to find out!” No, we do all we can to avoid troubk’s not human nature to look for hard
things to experience. We spend half our time trying t@gebf any situation that will be hard.
But this says the valley of Achor will become the dobnope. How many of you like the idea
of hope? Hope is a very positive word. Without hopelose the will to live. Without hope,
we have nothing good to look forward to. Without hope ane hopeless. Hopelessness has
caused many people to commit suicide, because they sessible way for things to change.

So God says in the wilderness we will find hope.

Then He says in verse 16, “In that day you will call‘mg husband’; you will no longer call me
‘my master.” This, | think, is the main reason tkaad allures us into the wilderness. He wants
us to see Him as not our task master, but as intinsaaehasband. God desires to be in a love
relationship with us. He created us because of loveHarldngs for intimacy with us.

Do you see God mainly as your master? Yes, He ikdhet He is the God of all and deserves
our complete submission to Him as our Lord and Mad®eit. He is more than that. God is love,
and He wants you to know His love. He doesn’t want gosetve Him out of fear or duty; He
wants your heart. He wants you to do the right thiregsmbse you love Him and are responding
to His love, not because you are trying to make Him jmee

So in the wilderness we grow in intimacy with God.

Then in verse 17, God says, “l will remove the naofdke Baals from her lips; no longer will
their names be invoked.” This speaks of getting rid of fgds¥s, or anything that is more
important than God in our lives. When we put anything lee@®od, that’s having an idol in our
lives. Sometimes we just get caught up in living, and dealize how important other things
have become in the midst of all the busyness. God thie¢ time in the wilderness to help us to
see what is happening — to get His perspective — and to lay dotingnihat stands in between
us and Him.

Hosea 2 goes on with more things that God would do in tldenvess for Israel. The context
here was a time when Israel, the northern kingdorhtinaed away from God and Hosea was
prophesying what would happen to them — going into exile — in tindetheir hearts would turn



back to God. But this doesn't just apply to Israel inwtilderness — God knows that sometimes
for all of us it’s not until we get in the wilderne$gmt we will come to our senses. He doesn'’t
have to create the wilderness — we sometimes put owssbkee, sometimes other people’s
choices cause us to be in a wilderness, and sometirdekibgs just happen because we live in
a sinful world. But God uses all those things for goodur lives.

How does He do all this in the wilderness? One thinghthppens is that we get more desperate
for Him. We cling to Him, because we desperately neatktung to hold on to when life gets
so hard. And | believe that He delights in having ushreaut to Him in this way. We get so
caught up with many things, and often He is crowded out offvas. But when we are holding
on to Him for dear life, He feels the sweetnesswfresence, and He rejoices in our love. God
loves you and He wants to be close to you!

We also read in Jeremiah 2:1, 2 — “The word of the L@RBRDe to me: “Go and proclaim in the

hearing of Jerusalem: ‘I remember the devotion of yourhydwdw as a bride you loved me and

followed me through the desert, through a land not sow@dtd saw Israel as a bride who loved
Him when she was in the desert. In the desert Ieeakto depend on God. They had no other

way to survive, so they clung to Him, even in the madgheir struggles. God rejoices when we
are clinging to Him because He loves us so much and wartsbe with Him.

Some people go through hard times, and they grow hard aed kithers go through

difficulties and they just become more and more lé®ud — like the kind of person | was talking
about at the beginning. What makes the difference“hdisyou respond to what God wants to
do in you. This brings us to the letter “t,” which stafior “Trust.” Prov. 3:5, 6 says, “Trust in
the LORD with all your heart and do not lean on younawderstanding. In all your ways
acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.”

We need to live with an attitude of trust. That does®amyou pretend you’re not having
emotions. Sometimes you may need to let it all dintere have been times when I've been
hurting and just needed to yell at God for awhile. laglsvgo out in the car to do that, usually
parked somewhere so | don’t waste gas, so no one cambed tell Him exactly how | feel —
sometimes very loudly. So if you see me sitting asttie of the road somewhere by myself in
the car, you may want to leave me alone!

In the midst of our pain, we need to have an attitudmofing to Him, not turning away from
Him and resisting His work in our lives. It may be teamething totally unfair is happening, or
something where you feel you deserve to hold a grudge. ®vlsybmit more fully to God

and trust that He is working in you? It may be that lyave angry feelings and need to express
(or yell) them to God. But in the midst of the horfestings, we need to have an underlying
sense of yielding to Him, of looking to Him for help. Hé&ake us in our painful, mixed-up state
and bring about His character in our lives with a gresgase of peace and joy.

Everyone needs to grow and mature, whether you've &&&hmistian all your life, or just gave
your life to the Lord yesterday. Whenever you start, slmauld be growing and continue
growing. Growth is normal. Today | want to encourage tgogrow in the Lord. This brings us
to the last letter in the word “growth.” “H” stands f'Hang on.” This speaks of persevering.



Almost anyone can do the right thing for one minutdiver minutes, or maybe a whole day.
But growth will only come if you keep on keeping on. Yeuin it for the long haul — “The one
who has endured till the end...will be saved” (Matt. 10:22).

Sometimes you will mess up — no one can be perfediaatime. Satan will try to discourage
you when you fall and make you think you’ll never makeBitit Proverbs 24:16a says: “for
though a righteous man falls seven times, he rises agdotice it doesn’t say for though a
“sinner” falls — it says a “righteous man.” Even righie people fall at times! And the idea here
isn’t that we should only let ourselves fall 7 times, afterdhat give up, but there’s a feeling of
getting up no matter how many times you fall.

Sometimes all you literally feel you can do is “hang o080 hang on with all your might. Don’t
give up and don’t stop persevering. God will get you throlyiid sometimes the sweetest
sense of His presence may come in the midst of ogewfmost difficult times.

(Review all 6 words.)

| want to finish by reading some final verses from Hdsegerses 19-20, 23: “l will betroth you
to Me forever; yes, | will betroth you to Me in righteaass and in justice, in lovingkindness
and in compassion, and | will betroth you to Me in faithésgs. Then you will know the
LORD... I will also have compassion on her who had not abthcompassion, and | will say to
those who were not My people, ‘You are My people!” ared/thill say, “You are my God!”

Do you hear the longing in God’s heart for you? Thatiat growth is all about — growing close
to Him. | encourage you to give your life fully to Hipractice spiritual disciplines by reading
your Bible and spending time with Him, overcome temptalipicontinuing to resist it, and keep
walking when you go through the wilderness. Through ihalle an attitude of trust — don't
fight what He is doing in you. And hold on to Him, perséwgand not giving up until you see
Him face to face. You will grow closer to Him, you Moecome more like Him, and He will
help you through whatever you face.



