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Introduction

· Christians come in all “sizes” and “shapes”;

· How much they know.

· How much they practice their faith.
· How long they have been practicing Christians?
· How they have learned through the years?

· Most of us believe we have grown stronger as Christians over time.

· Many of us also believe that we, at times, have hit a plateau, even fatigued.

· People can become complacent; even begin to question their beliefs.

· Has this happened to you?

· Is so, what can you do about it?

Self Examination

· So, how are you doing as a Christian?

· An honest self examination can go a long way toward improvement.

· Your attitude should always be “I can do better”; “I can do more”.
· Our attitude should be toward constant growth:

· We need to dig deep to see where we truly stand.

· NOT “At one time I was conceited, but now I’m perfect”.

· We can’t assume we’re always doing things correctly. Matthew 7:21: Not everyone who says to Me, “Lord, Lord,” shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven.
· How do you know if you’re doing the will of the Father?

· One must as themselves “Do I have a personal relationship with God and Jesus Christ”?

· Just how “real” is Jesus Christ to you?

· Are you just going through the motions? (e.g. – WCG)

· Have you lost your spiritual focus?

· Christ warns of such an attitude. Revelation 3:14-16:
· 14 And to the angel of the church of the Laodiceans write, “These things says the Amen, the Faithful and True Witness, the Beginning of the creation of God:

· 15 I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot. I could wish you were cold or hot.

· 16 So then, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will vomit you out of My mouth.”

· One of the prime dangers for Christians today is getting so busy that they lose their spiritual focus.

· We live in a fast paced society; this is a real danger to spiritual growth!

· Remember the 3rd group in the parable of the Sower: Mark 4:18-19:

· 18 Now these are the ones sown among thorns; they are the ones who hear the word,

· 19 and the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things entering in choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful.

· The condition of many just prior to Christ’s return, even most Christians, will be profound complacency.

· They aren't necessarily immersed in the cares of the world as if they are in rebellion against Him, but neither are they on fire for Jesus Christ and His Work!

· They're just too busy with other things; they don't study, don't pray, and don't think about the future.

· We have to make a living, we have to go to work, we have to take care of our family and our needs, but do those things become the primary focus of our lives?

· Have we assimilated ourselves to the culture of busyness, hurry and overload?

· We must realize that there are only so many hours in a day, so many days in a month, so many months in a year, and only so many years that we can accomplish what we will accomplish.

· We need to prioritize our lives.

· What is really important to you?

· Knowing what is important to you, how should you proceed?
Meditation

· A vital “key” to spiritual growth is the regular practice of setting aside time and energy to truly seek God.

· How? Let’s look at how King David approached this. Psalm 8:3–5:

· 3 When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, The moon and the stars, which You have ordained,

· 4 What is man that You are mindful of him, And the son of man that You visit him?

· 5 For You have made him a little lower than the angels, And You have crowned him with glory and honor.

· David took time to meditate and to think on what was truly important. He often did this outdoors, in the midst of God's marvelous creation, looking up at the moon and stars.

· In David's approach to God he would continually “seek” God in almost every conceivable situation. Psalms 63:6–8:

· 6 When I remember You on my bed, I meditate on You in the night watches.

· 7 Because You have been my help, Therefore in the shadow of Your wings I will rejoice.

· 8 My soul follows close behind You; Your right hand upholds me.

· How do we approach the world around us? Do we take it for granted?

· Paul tells us what to concentrate our mediation on. Philippians 4:8: Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy…meditate on these things.
· God told also Joshua to meditate on the Law as a basis for his understanding to move Israel forward. Joshua 1:8: This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate in it day and night, that you may observe to do according to all that is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have good success.
Reading the Bible

· To draw truly close to God, we must worship Him the way He instructs us to do so! John 4:24: God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.
· What is truth?

· Pilate asked Jesus this questions when He stood before him: John 18:37-38:

· 37 Pilate therefore said to Him, “Are You a king then?” Jesus answered, “You say rightly that I am a king. For this cause I was born, and for this cause I have come into the world, that I should bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice.”

· 38 Pilate said to Him, “What is truth?”

· God’s Word is Truth. John 17:17: Sanctify them by Your truth. Your word is truth.
· To help us grow as Christians, we must zealously study the Bible; the inspired Word of God.
· We must “feed” on Christ by saturating our minds and hearts with God's word; by constantly reading with an open mind, meditating on what we read and honestly seeking God's will as revealed in His inspired Scripture.

· We learn how to walk with God, how to pray to God and how to fellowship with God.

· Again, do you have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ and the Father?

· Otherwise, like most of the billions of confused people in this world, we will end up incorrectly serving God, using our human imagination.

· The Bible strictly warns us not to do that! Proverbs 14:12: There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.
· What may seem like the right way of life may be directly contrary to the will of our Creator!

· We must prove what we read and how to apply it toward our Christian life: I Thessalonians 5:21: Prove all things; hold fast what is good.
· We need to compare any and all of our ideas and philosophies with what God tells us in the inspired pages of the Bible!

· So, how should I approach the reading of the Bible?

· Just reading “x” number of verses every day for the sake of reading does not allow you to fully ingest God’s will for you. You must deeply reflect on what you read.

· With some Bible helps (literature, concordances, dictionaries, etc.) you can, for instance, look at the Bible topically, cross referencing scriptures to gain their full meaning and application. Isaiah 28:10: For precept must be upon precept, precept upon precept, Line upon line, line upon line, Here a little, there a little.
Prayer
· Have you ever examined your prayer practices?

· How do you pray? How often? When and where?

· The Bible gives us help on our approach to prayer.

· We must have the proper attitude: Psalms 39:12: Hear my prayer, O LORD, and give ear to my cry; do not be silent at my tears; for I am a stranger with You, a sojourner, as all my fathers were.
· We also need to pray often, as Daniel did:

· Psalms 55:17: Evening and morning and at noon I will pray, and cry aloud, and He shall hear my voice.
· Daniel 6:10: Now when Daniel knew that the writing was signed, he went home. And in his upper room, with his windows open toward Jerusalem, he knelt down on his knees three times that day, and prayed and gave thanks before his God, as was his custom since early days.
· Don’t hold back anything from your heavenly Father! Pour out your heart to Him. We can then, in absolute faith, ask Him to guide our lives, lead us and use us in His service. James 5:16: Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.
· On the other hand, don’t pray just for the sake of sayings a few words, without a true meaning and purpose behind them. Matthew 6:5-7:
· 5 And when you pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites. For they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward.

· 6 But you, when you pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly.

· 7 And when you pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do. For they think that they will be heard for their many words.
· Believe that your heavenly Father will answer your prayers (maybe not in the way you expect). Mark 11:24: Therefore I say to you, whatever things you ask when you pray, believe that you receive them, and you will have them.
· Not sure what to talk to God about? Romans 8:26: Likewise the Spirit also helps in our weaknesses. For we do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered.
Belief and Acting on the Word

· People are only going to truly believe when they can prove it for themselves.

· Stories of people who dropped out saying they “never really were convinced”.

· Are you just acting out your faith or are you applying it?

· HWA, Bible Advocate, May 1, 1928 “Can a Sabbath Keeper Believe in Evolution?”: “Thus does evolution dispose of the great purpose, the great proof, of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the second member of the Trinity… So thus too, does evolution dispose of the Holy Ghost.”
· Additionally, a true measure of your spiritual growth is how you produce for others.

· Helping in the church (individually, collectively).

· The meeting with the 3 motorcyclists at Dunkin Donuts.

A Framework for Growth
· Peter provides an interesting framework for tracking our spiritual growth (2 Peter 1:5-10):
· 5 But also for this very reason, giving all diligence, add to your faith virtue, to virtue knowledge,

· 6 to knowledge self-control, to self-control perseverance, to perseverance godliness,

· 7 to godliness brotherly kindness, and to brotherly kindness love.

· 8 For if these things are yours and abound, you will be neither barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.

· 9 For he who lacks these things is shortsighted, even to blindness, and has forgotten that he was cleansed from his old sins.

· 10 Therefore, brethren, be even more diligent to make your call and election sure, for if you do these things you will never stumble;

· 8 traits: faith → virtue →  knowledge → self-control → perseverance → godliness → brotherly kindness → love.
· We can't wait until we reach perfection in one trait before starting to work on another trait.

· We use the growth that we acquire from one trait to support our development of other traits.

· Think of it like building a wall of bricks.

· Lay the line for the 1st row.

· Complete the row of traits.

· Repeat for the next row (with 50% overlap).

· As Christians, we do not remain stagnant. We must grow. We must improve.

· Remember – God will give to us all we need to obtain growth as a Christian. II Peter 1:3-4:

· 3 His divine power has given to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of Him who called us by glory and virtue,
· 4 by which have been given to us exceedingly great and precious promises, that through these you may be partakers of the divine nature.
· (1) Our development begins with faith: Hebrews 11:1: Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.
· (2) Virtue builds upon faith.

· Virtue means “moral character”; discerning right from wrong, in our actions and in our thoughts.

· These actions go back to the earlier building block of our growth; faith. James 2:17-18:

· 17 Thus also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.

· 18 But someone will say, “You have faith, and I have works.” Show me your faith without your works, and I will show you my faith by my works.

· (3) Seek fruitful knowledge that leads to righteousness.

· Start with the fundamental premise: Proverbs 1:7: The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction.
· The Holy Bible is your principle source for knowledge.

· Other publications can help.

· Important that you must have the Holy Spirit to grow in knowledge.

· God opens the doors; one at a time.

· Don’t need to be a biblical scholar to understand, just the Holy Spirit.

· Strive to grow to maturity in knowledge. I Corinthians 14:20: Brethren, do not be children in understanding; however, in malice be babes, but in understanding be mature.
· (4) Self-control is one of those hard things for me.

· This means having dominion over both thoughts and actions.
· Paul uses the analogy of an athlete to demonstrate self control. I Corinthians 9:24-27:
· 24 Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may obtain it.

· 25 And everyone who competes for the prize is temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a perishable crown, but we for an imperishable crown.

· 26 Therefore I run thus: not with uncertainty. Thus I fight: not as one who beats the air.

· 27 But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I have preached to others, I myself should become disqualified.

· (5) Developing perseverance (or endurance) is an important requirement for the Christian to grow.

· We must be able to meet head-on every situation we come across; maintaining to control ourselves in how we interact with others (e.g. – sharing your faith with family and friends).

· We must eliminate that which inhibits our Christian performance. Hebrews 12:1b: Let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us.
· (6) Godliness, translated from the Greek word eusebeia (Strong’s #2150) means piety or being devout and well-pleasing to God.

· Piety and devotion logically follow perseverance, because our godly perseverance should, over time, lead to a development of a pure godly devotion in all aspects of life.

· The greatest example of a devoted life was the very life of Jesus Christ. Philippians 2:5-8:

· 5 Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus,

· 6 who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God,

· 7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant (slave), and coming in the likeness of men.

· 8 And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross.

· (7) Brotherly love now shifts our focus from the individual Christian to directing helping others.

· One cannot claim Christianity and fail to love his or her fellow Christians. Philippians 2:3-4:

· 3 Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself.

· 4 Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others.

· (8) Love is the manifestation of faith, virtue, knowledge, self-control, perseverance, godliness/piety and brotherly affection all in one.

· The Greek word, agape (Strong’s #26) is the love that God provides to us, and that we should emulate.

· God calls us with agape love. I John 3:1: Behold what manner of love the Father has bestowed on us, that we should be called children of God!
· Likewise we should use this same love to boldly and fearlessly look toward our future as we grow as Christians. I John:4:17-18:
· 17 Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness in the Day of Judgment; because as He is, so are we in this world.

· 18 There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves torment. But he who fears has not been made perfect in love.
Conclusion
· How does God see your growth?

· Have you become stagnant?

· Look how John the Baptist treated the Pharisees and Sadducees. Matthew 3:7-10:

· 7 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, “Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?

· 8 Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance,

· 9 and do not think to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I say to you that God is able to raise up children to Abraham from these stones.

· 10 And even now the ax is laid to the root of the trees. Therefore every tree which does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.

· You must bear fruit or you will be discarded.

· How ripe is your fruit?

· God opens doors to your learning and growth, but only as you prove yourself willing to follow and obey Him.
· If you’ve hit a rut, try going to your Father in Heaven with sincere and fervent prayer, and ask that He help you move forward with your spiritual growth.
