Growing – what is that process?

Where have we been & where are we going?

In January we explored the spiritual anatomy of a believer, at the same time gaining some insights into the spiritual anatomy of the unbeliever.  In February we studied being conformed to the image of Christ, and in March we took a look being transformed into the image of Christ.  As we turn the calendar page to April our focus will be on growing spiritually, and our schedule is as follows:       

Apr  No.
Topic


3
14
Growing – what is that process?

10
15
Growing – what is God doing?

17
16
Growing – what is the believer’s part? 

24
17
Growing – conformed, transformed, & maturing?

In May our focus will turn to what it means to be sanctified, and in June to building up the body of Christ.

Grow & mature

The New Testament speaks of two different but related words regarding the believer: 

Grow: to increase in one or more spiritual characteristics, along with development
Mature: to progress spiritually toward attaining full growth and development

What we will come to see is that spiritual growth and maturity have an internal component and an external component.  What is internal are the spiritual nutrients taken in and absorbed, the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer, and the spiritual growth and development in the believer.  What is external are the inputs from the word of God and the inputs from and interactions with the body of Christ, and the circumstances of life.
Being spiritually conformed is an analog to physically conforming a material to a desired or designed form or shape.  In this, the end goal is conformity to the image of Christ.  Being spiritually transformed is an analog to the biological transformation process, with the end goal being that the believer is transformed into the image of Christ.  Growth and maturity are spiritual analogs of the process of growth and maturity in a human being – from birth to adulthood.

What we will find is that being conformed and being transformed together express the same spiritual processes as growing and maturing.  But we will find that the same processes described as growing and maturing will offer some deeper insights and fresh perspectives that God intended to help us to better understand what God is doing in the life of the believer.          

Growing… growing… gone!
We could say that one component of healthy physical growing is getting taller over time, in the right proportions, and the gaining of healthy mass.  But there are other aspects of that growth that we look for, such as gaining in knowledge, wisdom and understanding, as well as the development of mental and physical capabilities, capacities and skills.  

These physical components of growth can be compared to the spiritual aspects of the growth of the believer.  The New Testament epistles have a number of references to the individual believer’s spiritual growth, increase, and progression.  These include:

Acts 9:22 (NASU; all Scripture references are NASU unless stated otherwise)

But Saul [later called ‘Paul’; Acts 13:9] kept increasing in strength and confounding the Jews who lived at Damascus by proving that this Jesus is the Christ.

Colossians 1:9-12

For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, 10 so that you will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God; 11 strengthened with all power, according to His glorious might, for the attaining of all steadfastness and patience; joyously 12 giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in Light.
1 Peter 2:1-3 

Therefore, putting aside all malice and all deceit and hypocrisy and envy and all slander, 2 like newborn babies, long for the pure milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in respect to salvation, 3 if [and it is assumed to be true] you have tasted the kindness of the Lord.

2 Peter 1:4-8

For by these He has granted to us His precious and magnificent promises, so that by them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world by lust. 5 Now for this very reason also, applying all diligence, in your faith supply moral excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge, 6 and in your knowledge, self-control, and in your self-control, perseverance, and in your perseverance, godliness, 7 and in your godliness, brotherly kindness, and in your brotherly kindness, love. 8 For if [better: as] these qualities are yours and are increasing, they render you neither useless nor unfruitful in the true knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
2 Peter 3:17-18

You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, be on your guard so that you are not carried away by the error of unprincipled men and fall from your own steadfastness, 18 but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To Him be the glory, both now and to the day of eternity. Amen.

Increasing in the spiritual realm is also conveyed by passages in Paul’s writings that contain a figure of speech in this form, “from noun to noun”, such as:
2 Corinthians 2:14-16

But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ, and manifests through  us the sweet aroma of the knowledge of Him in every place. 15 For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; 16 to the one an aroma from death to death, to the other an aroma from life to life.

2 Corinthians 3:17-18

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty. 18                      But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.

The same idea is communicated with words like, “excel still more” (I Thessalonians 4:1, 10) or “about still more and more” (Philippians 1:9).  

While in the physical realm there is a typical pattern of growth, maturity, and decline, God’s intent for the believer is that once we believe we will continue to grow spiritually until the day the Lord takes us home.  That is why this section is headed by, “Growing… growing… gone!”  Spiritual decline is certainly possible while we are living on this earth, and may even be common.  God may use those times ultimately to teach us some valuable lessons, but it is not what God has in mind for us as His plan, intent and design for spiritual growth.
As we have said before, the aspect of the believer that is to be growing and changing and developing is the Continuing Person.  The New Man, the New Nature, who we are in Christ, and our new history are not changing, but the Continuing Person is changing.  In reality the Continuing Person of the believer is growing so as to ‘catch up’ with the New Man, the New Nature, who we are in Christ, and our new history – the things that don’t change or vary.        
How does growing relate to maturing?
To this point we have been relating mostly to the words grow, growing and growth.  But how does growing relate to maturing?  Maturing and growing are certainly similar and related words, but maturing relates more to moving towards the end goal of character and capability.  And God’s word teaches both concepts, along with using other terms that convey the same thing, as we have noted above.  Maturing also has within it the concept of ages and stages of maturity.  We will see that God’s word compares spiritual maturity with the ages and stages of physical maturity. As we will see, growing and maturing has certain spiritual inputs that promote and provide for the growth and fit the level of maturity, as well as a corresponding character and outward expression of that character.  When a person’s outward expression is ahead of or behind what that person’s outward expression ought to be we say that the person is immature or mature for that person’s age and stage.  The same can be true spiritually.

Growing & maturing:  spiritual inputs, character & expression

Some of the spiritual inputs that provide for the growth toward maturity of the believer include:

· God’s word

· The ministry of the Holy Spirit

· The Body of Christ, by the ministry of the Holy Spirit

· Circumstances, especially including trials

These inputs are designed and intended by God to develop character in the believer.  That character is to express the New Man, New Nature and our new history in Christ inwardly, as the basis for the believer’s outward expression of that character by the life of Christ (Galatians 2:20).  
Philippians 2:12-13

So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; 13                      for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.
Chester McCalley, in his Notes on Philippians, expresses God’s part and our part in this growing and maturing process in this way:

The Human Responsibility 2:12

Verse 12 points to a weakness on the part of the believers at Philippi.  They tended to be a bit lax in their Christian lives when Paul was not present (see also 1:27).  Paul does not say they are to work for their salvation, but they are to work out their salvation. Philippians 1:1 and 7 make it clear that they were already saved.  The term work out means to carry something to its goal, its ultimate conclusion. In English, we might say, “He worked out a solution to the problem.”  We must remember that there are three phases of salvation. First is the justification phase wherein we enter the family of God by faith. Second, there is the sanctification phase that involves growth and development in the Christian life. Third, there is the glorification phase of salvation that occurs at Christ’s return when we will be made like Him.

The Divine Enablement 2:13

The words to will point to the Lord’s desire for us to will, to decide, to make quality choices. It is not the will of the Lord to crush the believer’s volition. He rather desires that we actively choose to please him. The words to work show the result of the choices of the will. Good choices lie behind fruitful production.
Over the next two Sundays we will be explore more deeply what God is doing and what our part is in this growing and maturing that God has in mind for us, because He loves us.  During the month of June we’ll move from individual growth and maturity to the growth and maturity of the body of Christ.
Holly Hills Bible Church - 14 What God is doing in the believer – April 3, 2011

Growing – what is that process - Page 3 of 4


