SERMON SERIES:

PROGRESSIVE SANCTIFICATION
“Grow In Grace”
2nd Peter 1:1-9
Let’s turn to our Scripture reading, 2nd Peter 1:1-9.  This morning we begin a new sermon series titled “Progressive Sanctification.”  This is a term that John Wesley used to describe how the Christian grows in grace and matures as a believer.  It’s another way of saying ‘are we becoming more like Jesus in our conduct and virtues?’

We all have expectations for natural growth.  We plant gardens anticipating vegetables will grow.  We watch children get taller, smarter, more independent.  We aspire to improve in our work—for greater challenges, more pay, or a higher position.
The same is true for our growth in the Christian faith.  Yet churches are often filled with people who’re stunted in their growth.  Churches work to draw people into a relationship with Jesus and once that happens, we simply assume growth will be automatic.  We leave new Christians to fend for themselves.  We wouldn’t do that for a newborn baby.  Why do it in the church?
We have to be intentional about growing in our faith.  It won’t just magically happen because we attend church.  It takes work, commitment and perseverance.  So let’s take a look at the evidence that we’re growing in grace, and what God uses to help us grow in grace.

This letter is from Simon Peter, a slave and apostle of Jesus Christ.  I am writing to you who share the same precious faith we have.  This faith was given to you because of the justice and fairness of Jesus Christ, our God and Savior.  2May God give you more and more grace and peace as you grow in your knowledge of God and Jesus our Lord.
3By his divine power, God has given us everything we need for living a godly life.  We have received all of this by coming to know him, the one who called us to himself by means of his marvelous glory and excellence.  4And because of his glory and excellence, he has given us great and precious promises.  These are the promises that enable you to share his divine nature and escape the world’s corruption caused by human desires.
5In view of all this, make every effort to respond to God’s promises.  Supplement your faith with a generous provision of moral excellence, and moral excellence with knowledge, 6and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with patient endurance, and patient endurance with godliness, 7and godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love for everyone.
8The more you grow like this, the more productive and useful you will be in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.  9But those who fail to develop in this way are shortsighted or blind, forgetting that they have been cleansed from their old sins.
The apostle Peter wrote this letter to help believers deal with false teaching, and his approach was to remind them that their best defense against heresy and false teaching was a good, solid offense.  And that offense should be progressing in their understanding and practice of the Christian faith.  Peter expected that every Christian would be growing and maturing to become more like Jesus, to be more fruitful in the kingdom.
In verses 3-4 he tells us 3By his divine power, God has given us everything we
need for living a godly life.  We have received all of this by coming to know him, the one who called us to himself by means of his marvelous glory and excellence.  4And because of his glory and excellence, he has given us great and precious promises.  These are the promises that enable you to share his divine nature and escape the world’s corruption caused by human desires.  In other words, God hasn’t called us out of our lives of sin without making provision for our growth.  He provides resources for us to remain faithful and move forward.
This happens as our knowledge and understanding of God increases.  Now this isn’t merely an intellectual, mental assent to truth.  It’s not just the accumulation of more information.  The knowledge of God that Peter refers to transforms the believer―therefore it’s emotional, spiritual and volitional as well.  It’s never enough just to have mental knowledge of God.  Knowledge of God isn’t some philosophical discussion over tea; rather, it’s character changing and world changing.
I like the scene in the 1989 film Dead Poets Society in which Mr. Keating―played by Robin Williams―an English instructor at an elite boys preparatory school, tells his students to rip out the “Introduction to Poetry” essay from their literature textbooks.  The essayist had provided the students with a method for grading the quality of poems using a grid and a sliding scale, effectively reducing art for the heart into arithmetic for the head.  When Keating instructs his students to tear out this introduction, the boys look at one another in confusion.  Keating walks the aisles, trash can in hand, collecting the ripped pages and reminding the students that poetry is not algebra.  “We’re not laying pipe!  We’re talking about poetry.  How can you describe poetry like ‘American Bandstand?’ ‘I like Byron, I give him a 42 but I can’t dance to it!”

Too much of our time is spent trying to chart God on a grid, trying to gather, qualify and quantify our knowledge of him.  By reducing Christian spirituality to formulas, we deprive our hearts of wonder.  The accumulation of knowledge for the sake of knowledge―being the brainiest biblical scholar on the block―doesn’t amount to much if there’s no closeness, no intimacy, no relationship.
Peter continues by showing us how we’re to respond as we grow.  It begins with faith—the basic building block in our relationship.  After we exercise our faith in God and come to Jesus Christ, we usually begin by modifying the morality of our lives: 5…Supplement your faith with a generous provision of moral excellence, and moral excellence with knowledge…  We begin doing certain things and stop doing other things.  We learn what pleases and displeases God, and seek to adjust our lives accordingly.

As we seek to become more upright, this naturally leads us to want to know God more.  Supplement your faith with a generous provision of moral excellence, and moral excellence with knowledge, 6and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with patient endurance, and patient endurance with godliness… We should realize that Christianity isn’t just a moral code but an opportunity to be in relationship with the Creator.

As our growth continues, other areas of our lives should be affected: we control our impulses better.  We persevere through difficulties.  Our love for God and for others deepens: 7…and godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love for everyone.  And what does Peter say is the end result of this progression?  Verse 8: 8The more you grow like this, the more productive and useful you will be in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We become more productive citizens of God’s kingdom.  We become more like Jesus and have greater impact for him.
So what does God use to help us grow in grace?  We noted earlier in verse three that Peter said we’ve been given everything that will help us move forward and grow as Christian disciples.  Growth in grace requires special resources, just like physical growth does.  Gardens need fertilizer, water and regular weeding.  Children require proper nutrition, nurture, education and love.  Improving on the job requires continuing education, discipline and hard work.  In the same way, God provides for our spiritual growth in faith.
First, we have access to the Word of God to aid us in our growth.  It’s the milk and meat to nourish our spirit.  Just as our physical bodies never outgrow the need for food, our spirits never outgrow the need for God’s Word.  When we think we already know the book, or we neglect to read it, we become stagnant—which is simply a slow, prolonged form of death.

Second, God also uses troubles and experience to help us grow.  In 1st Peter 5:10, Peter wrote But God shows undeserved kindness to everyone.  That’s why he appointed Christ Jesus to choose you to share in his eternal glory.  You will suffer for a while, but God will make you complete, steady, strong, and firm.  How many of us have been drawn closer to God because of trials?  How many hard and difficult experiences have revealed more of God to us?  Suffering is a way that God uses to spiritually mature his people.  Peter also declared in 1:6-7 of his first letter, 6So be truly glad.  There is wonderful joy ahead, even though you must endure many trials for a little while.  7These trials will show that your faith is genuine.  It is being tested as fire tests and purifies gold—though your faith is far more precious than mere gold.  So when your faith remains strong through many trials, it will bring you much praise and glory and honor on the day when Jesus Christ is revealed to the whole world.

Third, God uses our private devotional lives; and fourth, he uses opportunities to serve others.  Believers engaged in hands-on ministry to and with others regularly express a stronger sense of spiritual growth than those who don’t.  Serving in Christ’s name keeps us humble, expands our horizons, give us chances to live out our faith, and makes a positive impact in the lives of those being served.

Fifth and finally, God uses worship and the fellowship of other believers.  This is one reason why the Christian faith encourages attendance and participation in the life of the church.  Simply showing up to keep a pew warm for an hour isn’t enough, especially if we never allow the Holy Spirit to transform us.  If you think one or two hours a week is enough for your spiritual nourishment and growth, then try only eating one or two meals this week and see how that works out for you.  It’s the same for our spiritual hunger.  We need to feed ourselves regularly with the resources God has provided for us.

So as we kick off this sermon series on progressive sanctification, we need to ask ourselves: am I growing?  We need to be honest with ourselves―but not hard on ourselves.  We have to look inside and see where we’re not growing, and allow the  Holy Spirit to make changes in us.

Each of us has the goal of becoming more like Jesus.  But that won’t happen if we don’t cooperate with God’s process.  We must make a conscious choice to want to grow.  Peter reminds us that if we neglect this growth process and just assume we’ll absorb whatever we need to mature, we’re blind—we’ve forgotten what God has done for us: 9But those who fail to develop in this way are shortsighted or blind, forgetting that they have been cleansed from their old sins.
Growth is natural for all living things.  Properly cultivated and tended, plants grow naturally because that’s what they’re supposed to do.  Nurtured, trained and loved, human beings grow naturally because that’s what we’re supposed to do.  But our spiritual growth―our progressive sanctification―is something we must prioritize and work on.  If we don’t, our growth becomes stunted and can eventually die out altogether.

We’ve all heard the old adage ‘If you don’t use it you’ll lose it.’  Jesus said something similar: 24”…The closer you listen, the more understanding you will be given—and you will receive even more.  25To those who listen to my teaching, more understanding will be given.  But for those who are not listening, even what little understanding they have will be taken away from them” (Mark 4:24-25).  Jesus wants us to remember that we must apply ourselves and grow in grace.  We must pay attention, listen and put into practice what we learn.  When spiritual growth isn’t a priority, even what we do possess will slowly diminish and disappear.  Literally, if you don’t use it you will lose it.
Let’s pause for a moment and thank God for our spiritual growth.  Let us pray: Heavenly Father, you have given us the tools we need to grow in grace.  Through your Word, suffering, worship, devotion and the fellowship of our brothers and sisters, we can mature spiritually just as we use food, water, rest and education to mature as human beings.  We are grateful for the ways you help us grow―or how you reveal yourself―for those from whom we have learned―for the continuing work of your Holy Spirit within us.  You do not desire that we stand still, growing stagnant in our faith; rather, like a loving parent you want to see your children grow and mature and become all they were meant to be.  As we enter into this sermon series about progressive sanctification, help us renew our commitment to growth; in the name of Jesus Christ, amen.
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