The Assurance of Hope #12

“Growing Up in the Lord”

2 Peter 1:1-11

I love looking at old pictures.


This past week, while on vacation in West Virginia, I sat one evening with my parents and my brother around atable looking at old pictures.  For several hours we looked and laughed, remembered and reminisced about people, places, and events of the past.  There were baby pictures, school pictures, family pictures…some we hadn’t seen in so long we forgot they even existed (and probably wished a few of them didn’t!)


One of the remarkable things about looking at old pictures is seeing ourselves as we used to be.  A few times my mother had to ask about a certain baby picture which one of us boys it portrayed, for we have changed so much since then.  Other times we simply shook our heads in disbelief that we ever looked that way!


Old pictures can document one’s development and growth.  During the time of year for high school graduations you may often see a collage of school pictures from kindergarten through twelfth grade, displaying the changes in the student over the years.  Little League photos record the growth of the awkward, uncoordinated youngster through seasons of improved skills and dexterity.


Such progress over time is expected and normal.  When this does not happen—when a child is “developmentally disabled”—it is indeed a tragedy.  Time passes, the body ages, but there is not real growth.  This is equally true in the spiritual realm.  When we come to Christ we are “born again” into the kingdom of God as “spiritual babies.”  But we are not meant to stay that way.  God has designed us to grow up spiritually just as a baby grows up physically and psychologically.  Paul had to critique the Corinthian church for its childishness, and the author of the book of Hebrews had to call his readers to task for not maturing in their faith.


As we continue our series “The Assurance of Hope” into Peter’s second letter, we find this theme of growing up in the Lord is repeated.  Unfortunately this is a section of Scripture rarely studies, as one author writes, “In all probability the most neglected book in the entire New Testament is Second Peter.”
 Since the early centuries of church history battles have raged over the authorship and authenticity of this letter, and too often these controversies have overshadowed the wealth of truth found therein. 

The two books are closely related. First Peter deals with problems from the outside; Second Peter deals with problems from the inside. In First Peter the apostle writes to Christians who are facing pressure of persecution from the government or community; he writes in his second letter to warn believers about false teachers who promote damaging doctrine from within the church.
  Though these false teachers are not mentioned until the second chapter, he lays the groundwork against them here in chapter one.

In seeking to prepare the readers against the danger from the false teachers, Peter states in chapter one that their safety lies in their clear apprehension of the nature of the new life in Christ and their spiritual growth and maturity in the faith as the best antidote against error.
  He begins his letter by encouraging his readers to grow in their faith, and he ends it in 2 Peter 3:18 with the words, “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  Growing up in the Lord is a key theme to 2 Peter.
The Gift of Godliness (1-4)


The letter opens in the first four verses with the gift of godliness.

Simon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ have received a faith as precious as ours: Grace and peace be yours in abundance through the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord. His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.

While we are breaking this text into three sections to better comprehend its lessons, Peter actually wrote one sentence extending from verse 1 to verse 11 in the Greek.
  Underscoring this extended statement is the idea of godliness—being like God.  This is in contrast to the heresy of the false teachers Peter refutes who taught that men could become gods themselves…unfortunately the same heresy being taught in many circles today!


Notice in these opening verses how many times Peter speaks of “given” and “received”—all referring to something God has done for us.  Just as Paul writes in Romans 6:23, “the gift of God is eternal life” and in Ephesians 2:9, “it is the gift of God”, so Peter leaves no doubt that the Christian’s very life and hope comes only from God.


In verse one Peter identifies himself as one who has “received a faith” as well as his readers.  The first aspect of the gift of godliness is salvation.  We have been saved from sin, Satan, and hell.  We are given the gift of new life that Peter identifies as “participation in the divine nature.”  A. W. Tozer comments,

Without compromising Himself in any way, God now receives the returning sinner and puts a deposit of His own nature and life in that sinner. That’s what the new birth is. It’s not joining a church, not being baptized, not quitting this or that bad habit… The new birth is an implantation of divine life.


Not only are we given salvation, we are also given strength.  Peter tells us that we have been given “everything we need for life and godliness.”  Just as a normal baby is born with all the “equipment” he needs for life and only needs to grow, so the Christian has all that is needed and only needs to grow.
  But there is another side to this thought:

That supremely important word ‘everything’ is both a tremendous encouragement and a tremendous warning. It is encouragement because it means that there is nothing extra to find out or gain access to than we have already obtained just through being Christians…. That sufficiency of Christ is good news. But the tremendous warning these words contain is that we have to face up to our accountability to him. We cannot blame God for not making us godly enough or not making his will clear enough, for we already have everything we need…. The Christian who is not godly has only one person to blame.


Two features of 2 Peter emerge here.  Peter’s letter is constructed around Jesus Christ’s power for the present in chapter two and promises for the future in chapter three, and this section introduces the main ideas in miniature.
  It is estimated that there are at least 30,000 promises in the Bible. John Bunyan once said, “The pathway of life is strewn so thickly with the promises of God that it is impossible to take one step without treading upon one of them.”
  Many of these promises deal with the power of God in our lives.  Harold Fickett writes, 

The word “power” comes from the Greek dunamis from which we get our English words “dynamite” and “dynamic.” Christ, the God of power, has the spiritual dynamite to explode sin from the life of a person, and the dynamic to make his life worth living.

The third aspect of this gift of godliness is separation. Verse four ends with the words, “…and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.”  Christianity offers salvation from sin and freedom from guilt, but not as a license to indulge in our selfishness and sensuality.  We are called to be salt and light in the world, to stand out in contrast to everything that is wrong with our world…not to be just like the world and get away with it!

The Growth of Godliness


Peter begins with the gift of godliness, as we can do nothing to obtain our salvation on our own.  But he does not end there.  In verses 5-7 he speaks of the growth of godliness, for which we bear responsibility ourselves:

For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love.

I like how J. B. Phillips labels this paragraph: “God has done his part: see that you do yours.”
  Warren Wiersbe expands on this thought:

Where there is life, there must be growth. The new birth is not the end; it is the beginning. God gives His children all that they need to live godly lives, but His children must apply themselves and be diligent to use the “means of grace” He has provided. Spiritual growth is not automatic. It requires cooperation with God and the application of spiritual diligence and discipline. “Work out your own salvation…for it is God who works in you” (Php. 2:12–13).

Too often Christians disagree and debate the subjects of faith and works.  Peter (as all the other biblical writers) does not separate the two.  We are saved by a faith that works.  If our faith doesn’t work, it isn’t faith!  If we truly have faith, it will be worked out very practically in our lives.  And, as Kenneth Wuest points out, this must not be a mere lackadaisical attempt at doing God’s will, but an intense effort, as shown by the word spoudē, (σπουδη,) translated “diligence.”


Scholars are divided as to whether these verses represent a logical progression or merely a list of characteristics in no particular order.  I tend to agree with the former view, though they would not have to be taken strictly in this order. I do believe, however, that Peter logically moves from one to another.


The first mentioned is “faith.”  The Greek literally says, “your faith,” which marks the faith as personal, but it has an objective content, involving their firm adherence to the divine realities portrayed in verses 3-4.
  It makes logical sense to begin here, for all Christians begin their journey with faith. “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith” (Eph 2:8).  Hebrews 11 chronicles the heroes of the Old Testament, each entry beginning with the words, “By faith.”  This is the beginning point, but not the end.


And so Peter tells us to add to that faith “goodness.”  The word that is translated here is arêtes. This may mean piety, goodness of life, or moral excellence, though these seem to be covered later by the word “godliness.” It may also be that virtue here means spiritual courage before a hostile world, the strength to stand for what is right.
  Mature Christians are morally and ethically courageous, taking a stand for righteousness regardless of cost.
  I would summarize this idea as “courageous conviction” or “spiritual fortitude.”  

Next we are to grow in knowledge.  The word “know” or “knowledge” is used at least thirteen times in this short epistle. The word does not mean a mere intellectual understanding of some truth, though that is included. It means a living participation in the truth.
  Lucas and Green develop this idea further,

Peter uses two related but distinct Greek words for ‘knowledge’. Gnōsis is the word he uses for ‘information knowledge’ (1:5–6; 3:18; and as a verb in 1:20; 3:3). As he makes clear, that is the kind of knowledge which we can add to or grow in by being better informed about God and his Word. We can have that kind of knowledge by understanding Bible passages, reading good books and being well taught. But it is dangerously easy to be a well-informed non-Christian who misses the key ingredient, which is Peter’s other word for ‘knowledge’, epignōsis.﻿ ﻿It has the sense of ‘personal knowledge’, the knowledge of a husband or wife or good friend that goes beyond knowing things about them and actually knows them. Knowing God is so momentous that Peter uses the word almost with the meaning of being converted (1:2, 3, 8; 2:20; in 2:21 twice as a verb). This is an essential foundation, for if we do not know Christ himself then it is empty to know about him.

Once we have added this practical knowledge to our faith, we must cultivate self-control. “Self-control” points to the inner power to control one’s own desires as the fruit of true knowledge.
  As we will see later in this letter, the false teachers claimed to have superior knowledge that allowed them to indulge in sin.  But the New Testament teaches that true knowledge of God leads to control over one’s natural cravings.  Paul taught this as an eminently important aspect of Christian character (Gal. 5:23; 1 Cor. 9:25; Titus 1:8).
  As in daily life, self-control is a sign of true maturity…growing up in the Lord.

The next quality to be developed is perseverance, which is the ability to endure when circumstances are difficult. Self-control has to do with handling the pleasures of life, while perseverance relates primarily to the pressures and problems of life.
  It may seem easier to handle problems than it does to handle pleasures, but unless we learn self-control before the pressures of life come, we likely won’t make it when the heat is on.

After this comes godliness, which simply means “God-likeness.” In the original Greek, this word meant “to worship well.” It described the man who was right in his relationship with God and with his fellowman. Perhaps the words reverence and piety come closer to defining this term. It is that quality of character that makes a person distinctive. He lives above the petty things of life, the passions and pressures that control the lives of others. He seeks to do the will of God and, as he does, he seeks the welfare of others.

This leads logically to brotherly kindness (philadelphia in the Greek). We should practice a “sincere love of the brethren” (1 Peter 1:22) and not just pretend that we love them. The fact that we love our brothers and sisters in Christ is one evidence that we have been born of God (1 John 5:1–2).

Finally, this growth reaches its pinnacle in love.  More than brotherly kindness, we must also have the sacrificial love that our Lord displayed when He went to the cross. This is agape love, the kind of love that God shows toward lost sinners. This is the love that is described in 1 Corinthians 13, the love that the Holy Spirit produces in our hearts as we walk in the Spirit (Rom. 5:5; Gal. 5:22). When we have brotherly love, we love because of our likenesses to others; but with agape love, we love in spite of the differences we have.
  


We begin in faith, and we grow until we reach the true love that God shows to us.  Faith, hope, and love…all are essential ingredients to the Christian life.  The one who is growing up in the Lord will demonstrate all of these in increasing measure as time passes.

The Goal of Godliness

Peter ends this section by revealing the goal of godliness.  In verses 8-11 we read,

For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. But if anyone does not have them, he is nearsighted and blind, and has forgotten that he has been cleansed from his past sins. Therefore, my brothers, be all the more eager to make your calling and election sure. For if you do these things, you will never fall, and you will receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.


Three products of growing up in the Lord are identified in this text.  The first is vitality.  Peter is convinced that true Christian knowledge is not irrelevant book-learning, but that it changes the Christian and then impacts the world.
  The Christian life (and hence the Christian Church) is not designed to be stagnant year upon year.  The Bible often talks about “fruit” in the Christian life—sometimes meaning the outward evidence of what is inside, and sometimes the harvest of others who come to know Christ.  Both are signs of vitality.


Secondly Peter speaks of vision, though he does so negatively.  Those who are not growing up in the Lord are described as “shortsighted and blind.”  Shortsightedness here specifies the form of blindness in which man lives for the present rather than the future. He is so occupied with material things that he neglects the spiritual.
 We can turn around the popular saying about such a one as, “so earthly minded he’s no heavenly good.”  But when we are truly growing up in the Lord, we will have a clear vision of who we are, why we are here, and what we should be doing with our lives.


Finally Christian growth leads to verification. Peter concludes in verse ten, “be all the more eager to make your calling and election sure.”  The words “be all the more eager” can be understood as “be obsessed with God’s calling.”
  Instead of wondering how far away from God we can get and still be saved, we ought to be consumed with how close to God we can get and still be human!  


Unfortunately this great truth has been often lost in the debate over eternal security.  Does this passage mean that we can lose our salvation?  Should I be worried about my eternal state?  I like how the book Hard Sayings of the Bible addresses this:

There is no attempt to solve the question as to whether one can be “lost” after being “saved.” Peter’s concerns are much more practical. “Make sure that you are in fact saved!” That is, if you have experienced the call of God, you are to ratify it by your obedience to him, your moral submission. If you do this, there will be no doubt of your salvation nor of your eventual welcome into the kingdom. What about those who are concerned that they might not be truly elect? Their lifestyle of obedience to Christ, which flows from trust in him, should be convincing proof of their state of grace; if they lack this evidence, they would do well to repent and to make their “calling and election sure.”


Growing up in the Lord—that is the theme of Second Peter, and indeed the whole of the Bible.  God has created us to have fellowship with Him, and to that end He has provided us through Christ the gift of godliness…everything we need to know Him.  But He has also mandated that, in the power of the Holy Spirit living within us, we grow in this godliness, that we make every effort to develop the qualities of Christ in our lives.  As we do we will discover the goal of godliness—the vitality, the vision, and the verification that we are truly His children.  As we will see in the coming weeks, in the face of false teaching and deception, this stability will keep us on the right track.


Old pictures can document one’s development and growth.  As you look back over the past months or years of your spiritual life, can you see that development and growth?  Are you maturing in Christ, or just getting older? (And there is a difference!) May we grow up in Christ and not merely grow old!
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