Pre:

October has been foundation building month.  We have been challenged to build our lives on the firm foundation of faith in Jesus Christ.  Now we are being challenged to build on that foundation.  To continue to grow and mature in the Christian faith.  We have learned that the foundation is essential.  Gotta have it!  But the foundation is not the end of the story.  It’s just the beginning.  You have to keep building.  Following Jesus is the foundation.  Once the foundation is laid, we continue to grow and learn and develop. We get involved in ministry and mission.  We become mentors to others in the faith. 

How’s that going in your life?  Are you building on the foundation?  Listen to these two challenging passages from the Bible.

The first one comes from the letter to the Hebrews.  It comes right after a discussion about the priesthood of Jesus and how it compares to the priesthood of Old Testament character Melchizedek.

The second reading comes from 2 Timothy.  This is from Paul, whose ministry is virtually over.  Death is looming and he is looking to Timothy to carry on.  

The Necessity of Spiritual Growth

Hebrews 5:11-6:3, 2 Timothy 2:1-2

All of us come into the world with the same disadvantage.  We are tiny, naked, helpless, and hungry.  And we live in a world of giants.  From that moment on, we have one major task in life.  That is, to grow up, physically, mentally, spiritually and emotionally. 


What does it mean to be a grown up?  Henry Cloud, who is the author of many books about spiritual and emotional growth, says that "[adults] know what they believe, think through things for themselves, make decisions, do not depend on the approval of others for survival, and have an area or areas of real expertise.  One gets a sense from being around these people that they are authoritative.”   (211)  So, being an adult is a good thing.  It means taking charge of your life, living life to the fullest.  


Think about the difference between being an infant and being an adult.  Other than size, what’s main difference between an infant and an adult? An infant can’t take care of itself.  An adult can.  An infant has to wait for someone to change her and feed her and burp her.  Someone else decides what she is going to wear, where she is going to go for the day, what she is going to eat.  An adult, on the other hand, takes charge of meeting her own needs, decides how to spend the day and so on.  An adult is able to plan and initiate and follow through. 


Let’s put this into spiritual terms, as the passage from Hebrews challenges us to do.  What’s the difference between a baby Christian and an adult Christian?  Someone who is a brand new Christian needs someone else to feed him.  To tell him the basic truths about being a Christian.  I think a baby Christian would come to church primarily to be fed—to be taken care of.  To receive the essential nutrients for the spiritual life.  (Keep in mind that baby Christians come in all sizes, shapes and ages.  You don’t have to be a young person to be a baby Christian.)  


A baby Christian needs to be fed and cared for.  An adult Christian, however, is someone who has learned to take charge of his or her own spiritual life.  A mature Christian is someone who continues to learn about spiritual things, someone whose lifestyle is constantly becoming more and more like the style of life that Jesus lived, someone who is engaged in a ministry that contributes to the growth of the church.    According to the writer of Hebrews, adult Christians have learned to distinguish good from evil.  According to both Hebrews and 2 Timothy, adult Christians need to be mentors to newer Christians.

If baby Christians come to worship to be fed, why do mature Christians come?  Well, adults still need to be fed, don’t they?  And they need support and encouragement.  But an adult Christian does not come only to receive, but also to give.  To participate in the ministry of the church.  Again, being a grown up Christian compared to being a baby Christian is not primarily about age.  There are lots of teen age Christians who are more mature in their faith than forty-year-olds.  


Which brings us to the dilemma posed by the Hebrews passage.  The writer of the letter of Hebrews was deeply concerned about the congregation to whom the letter was addressed.  Because, although they had been Christians for a long time, they were still in spiritual kindergarten struggling with their ABCs.  Their spiritual lives were dead in the water.  “You have become dull in understanding,” the writer said.  You don’t get it!  You have stopped growing, and as a result, you need to be spoon fed.  You should be able to feed yourselves.  In fact, by now, you should be feeding other baby Christians.  But you’re not.  You’re not.

It’s cute when little kids have trouble understanding the Bible.  For instance, in one Sunday school class, they were learning how God created everything, including human beings.  Little Johnny was especially interested in how God created Eve out of one of Adam’s ribs.  Later in the week, his mom found him lying down and groaning as if her were ill.  “Johnny, what’s the matter?”  and Johnny replied, “I have a pain in my side.  I think I’m going to have a wife!”  (internet)


But it’s not just little kids who have trouble understanding the Bible and faith.  12% of adults believe that the name of Noah’s wife was Joan of Arc.  75% believe that one of the specific teachings of the Bible is that God helps those who help themselves. (Barna)  A man and a woman were standing on a street corner waiting for a bus.  It was raining cats and dogs.  Trying to make conversation, the man said, “If it keeps raining like this, we’ll have to build an ark.”  


“What’s an ark?” the woman said.


The man was amazed:  “You mean you haven’t heard about Noah and the ark and the great flood and all those animals?”  


“Look,” the woman replied.  “I’ve only been in town for four days.  I’ve scarcely had time to read the paper.”  (parables, 22.7.4)


It’s not just kids who have trouble understanding spiritual things.  Sometimes adults do, too.  And that was the problem with the people in the letter to the Hebrews.  The didn’t understand, and the reason they didn’t understand was because they had stopped growing.  


Now, why would this happen?  Why would people just stop growing?  Stop learning, stop stretching?  


I am going to pose three possible reasons.  Think about where you are in your own life, and see if any of these speak to you.  


For some, it could be that they have not yet experienced a genuine spiritual rebirth.  The process of becoming a Christian is a birthing process.  Many people grow up thinking that being a Christian is about keeping a set of rules, or following a certain set of teachings.  And it is a revolutionary experience for many when they learn that being a Christian is really about a relationship.  It’s about Jesus reaching down his hand and saying “come with me. I will give you everything you need.”  And you reach up and grasp his hand and say, “Yes, here I come.”  Being a Christian is not about following a bunch of rules.  It’s about following Jesus.  From that point on, everything is new.  It’s like starting life all over again.  And that’s why it is called the new birth.  


Generally speaking, newborn Christians are like our puppy Grace, when it comes to growth.  You can’t stop them from growing.  Grace is six months old, and she weighs close to 60 pounds.  Growth is natural for her, and easy for us.  All we do is set her food in front of her, and stand back while she vacuums it up.  New Christians are often like that.  They are so happy and eager about their life with Jesus, that they gobble up every teaching you can give them.  They are hungry.  And they grow like crazy.  


So, if you feel stuck in your spiritual growth, ask yourself this:  Are you trying to grow spiritually without Jesus?  Are you trying to work your way to heaven instead of accepting the gift of salvation he is offering?   Hear this:  It is never too late to say yes to Jesus.  The new birth can occur at any age at any time.


A second reason that people may fail to grow is simply ignorance.  Maybe nobody ever told you that adult Christians need to keep on growing, keep on learning.  Get involved in ministry.  Maybe you believe that Christian growth is just for kids. 


Sunday school was just over and Joey asked his teacher, “You know, there’s something I can’t figure out.”  


“What’s that, Joey?” asked the teacher.


“Well, according to the Bible, the Children of Israel crossed the Red Sea, right?”


“Right.”


“And the Children of Israel beat the Philistines, right?”

“Er-right.”


“And the Children of Israel built the Temple, right?”


“Again, you’re right.”


“And the Children of Israel fought the Egyptians, and the Children of Israel fought the Romans, and the Children of Israel were always doing something important, right?”


“Yes, all that is correct,” said the teacher, “so what’s you’re question?”


“What I wanna know is this,” demanded Joey.  “What were all the grown ups doing all that time?”  (story file, 17.4.7)


We are terribly concerned that our kids get a good Christian education.  And it’s right that we should have that concern.  We need to be even more concerned about our own spiritual growth.  If we are going to move beyond spiritual kindergarten toward adult Christian responsibility, we have got to invest our time and energy in our own growth.  


Which brings me to my third idea about why people don’t grow spiritually.  And that is simply this:  It costs too much.  It takes time to read the Bible.  It takes even more time to go to a Bible study that will help you actually understand what you’re reading.  It takes time to pray.  It takes effort and insight to understand your gifts and your calling and put them to use for God’s kingdom.  It may even cost you some money.  But there may be other costs as well, perhaps even more important.  A commentator suggested that the people to whom the letter of Hebrews was addressed “may have been trying to survive with a minimal Christianity in order to avoid alienating their Jewish friends and relatives.”  That could be true for a lot of Christians today.  They don’t want to stick out.  They don’t want people to laugh at them.  It’s easier—safer-- to stay in kindergarten.  


I hope I haven’t made Christian maturity sound like drudgery:  all responsibility and no fun.  In fact, I believe the opposite.  I believe that those who grow up spiritually are the people who are the most content, happy, and engaged with life.  Growing up is a good thing.  It’s an adventure.  

The first step toward maturity is to take charge of your own growth.  If you are ready to do that, Morning Star is ready to help you.  We have study groups that meet just about every night of the week, and one of those groups would welcome you with open arms.  If none of those groups meet your needs, talk to me, and we will start a new one.  Because growth is not a luxury in the Christian faith.  It is a necessity.  

So, here are three questions to ask yourself:  

*Have I said yes to Jesus and experienced a spiritual rebirth? 

*Do I believe that growth is important?

*Am I willing to pay the price?
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