Why Am I Here? #22

“Growing Up in God”

selected Scriptures


Christians are somewhat infamous in our culture for using words and phrases that simply don’t connect with those outside their circle. Sometimes those words are big theological terms—like “transubstantiation” or “supralapsarianism” (wow, won’t you’re friends be impressed with those!)—while other times the words may be smaller and more commonly used, yet still the meaning is obscure. Perhaps no greater example of this is found in the phrase, “born again.”


Those two terms are simple enough, and anyone with a third-grade reading comprehension know what each word means. But what does the phrase “born again” mean? Even the brilliant Nicodemus wrestled with the concept.


Jesus coined this phrase in his conversation with Nicodemus as recorded in John chapter three. “I tell you the truth,” Jesus said, “unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God” (John 3:3, nlt). He explained that being “born again” was not a reference to physical rebirth, but rather being born from above, made alive in spirit.


Elsewhere in the New Testament this imagery is used. Paul calls the Corinthian believers in the opening words of 1 Corinthians 3 “mere infants in Christ” to whom “I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it” (1 Corinthians 3:1-2). Peter encourages some new believers in 1 Peter 2:2, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation…” 


That last phrase is what I want to focus on this morning. See, there is nothing wrong with bring a baby—chances are we all started out earthly lives that way! And what is cuter or more precious than a baby, right? That’s even true in the animal world!

The problem arises, though, when a baby fails to grow up. Physically speaking, that is a tragedy; the child is developmentally disabled, either physically, mentally, or both. Spiritually speaking, this is a travesty; the spiritual newborn never advances in his or her faith. As Warren Wiersbe puts it,

Not everyone who grows old, grows up. There is a difference between age and maturity. Just because a Christian has been saved for ten or twenty years does not guarantee that he is mature in the Lord.
 


Does it really matter? We might wonder. After all, if a person is born again, he or she is saved. Isn’t that all that counts? I believe it does. Chuck Swindoll notes, “Growing up is a stated objective for every member of God’s family. God says so in His Word.”
 He points out from Hebrews 5:12-6:3 how those immature believers were taken to task, concluding in the opening verse of chapter six, “let us press on to maturity…”  I like how J. B. Phillips renders Ephesians 4:14-15, “We are not meant to remain as children… [but] to grow up in every way into Christ” (Phillips). 

This morning I want to focus on what it means to grow up in God. Some of these thoughts are similar to last week’s message, though from a different perspective. I hope to clear up some possible misunderstanding as to what it means to be a Christian, and how we are to grow as Christians.

An Initial Decision

The Christian life begins with an initial decision. Jesus calls us, and we respond, just as with the earliest apostles. Jesus called Simon and Andrew, along with James and John, from their fishing business. He called Matthew from the tax collector’s booth. “Come, follow Me,” He called, and they did. They probably didn’t understand all the implications of this decision; they simply responded to Jesus’ invitation. That’s all that is needed to get started: Decide to become a disciple. 

This is where some misunderstanding can arise. Twenty-five years ago, John MacArthur published The Gospel According to Jesus, a book I consider one of the best books written in the twentieth century. The subtitle of the book is telling: What does Jesus mean when he says, “Follow Me”? In its opening chapter MacArthur writes,

Listen to today’s typical gospel presentation. You will hear sinners entreated with such phrases as “accept Jesus Christ as personal Savior”; “ask Jesus into your heart”; “invite Christ into your life”; or “make a decision for Christ.” You may be so accustomed to hearing those phrases that it will surprise you to learn that none of them is based on biblical terminology. They are the products of a diluted gospel. It is not the gospel according to Jesus.
The gospel Jesus proclaimed was a call to discipleship, a call to follow him in submissive obedience, not just a plea to make a decision or pray a prayer. Jesus’ message liberated people from the bondage of their sin while it confronted and condemned hypocrisy. It was an offer of eternal life and forgiveness for repentant sinners, but at the same time it was a rebuke to outwardly religious people whose lives were devoid of true righteousness. It put sinners on notice that they must turn from sin and embrace God’s righteousness. It was in every sense good news, yet it was anything but easy-believism.

I wholeheartedly agree with MacArthur. Too many preachers and churches, anxious to produce converts, have watered down the message of Christ. “Come as you are,” they cry, “and you can stay that way, too!” It is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer decried as “cheap grace” in his classic work, The Cost of Discipleship, described this way:

Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, Communion without confession, absolution without personal confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.


Yet we must also affirm that the journey to Heaven begins with a first step, and that first step is the initial decision to follow Christ. No one is born a believer, nor does one gradually become a Christian over time simply by being in church surrounded by other Christians. 


If you have not made a conscious, definite decision to follow Christ, you are not saved. And if you are not saved, you will not go to Heaven. Jesus said very clearly in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me.” We’re not good enough in ourselves; we must be saved from sin. God has offered by His grace eternal life through Jesus. We must, by an initial decision, receive that gift by faith.

An Intentional Dedication

“Is that all there is?” someone might ask. “Just receive Christ by faith? All I have to do is believe the facts that Jesus is the Son of God, that He came to earth and died for my sins—that’s all it takes?”

This is precisely the “easy-believism” MacArthur warns against. Unfortunately, many will say precisely that—as long as one mentally accepts the facts about Jesus, that person is saved, whether their life changes or not. 

But is that what Jesus meant when He said, “Follow Me”? I think not.

He called those fishermen to leave their occupations behind. He called Matthew away from his lucrative business. He called these men away from their homes, their families, and the comforts of the familiar to launch into a life they knew nothing about. Their initial decision had to be made with an intention dedication. Christianity calls for commitment. Rick Warren observes,

Nothing shapes your life more than the commitments you choose to make. Your commitments can develop you or they can destroy you, but either way, they will define you. Tell me what you are committed to, and I’ll tell you what you will be in twenty years. We become whatever we are committed to.
 

Consider these examples from Luke 9, beginning with verses 23-24.

Then he said to them all: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.”


Later we read in verses 57-62,

As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 

Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” 

He said to another man, “Follow me.” 

But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” 

Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” 
You see, a Christian is not one who simply buys “fire insurance,” who “accepts Christ” just to escape hell. The faith of a true believer expresses itself in submission and obedience. To paraphrase the well-known hymn, “To Trust Is To Obey.” Christians follow Christ. They are committed unquestionably to Christ as Lord and Savior. They desire to please God. When they fail, they seek forgiveness and move forward. That is their spirit and their direction. The call to Christian discipleship explicitly demands just that kind of total, intentional dedication.

An Increasing Development


That intentional dedication is then followed by an increasing development. This is what it means to “grow up in God.” We saw last week that such transformation of our character is called “sanctification,” and that it is a process that will take our entire life on earth to accomplish.

Such spiritual growth is not automatic. We must want to grow, decide to grow, make an effort to grow, and persist in growing.
 And this is much more than merely learning more information about God through the Bible. We ought to be students of the Word, constantly learning more and more, but our leaning must not remain in the mind. “Knowledge puffs up,” Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “but love builds up.” It is only as the right learning leads to right living that we are truly developing Christ’s likeness in ourselves. Otherwise, be may get a big head, proud of how much we know about God. Put another way, “some Christians grow, and some Christians just swell.” 


So how is this done? It takes more than just adding new information to our memory bank; it takes a total reprogramming of the mind. I like to call this our default, using a common computer term; others refer to this as our autopilot, 
 or the direction we turn to automatically when confronting a choice.


Last week we considered Romans 12:2, where Paul writes, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”  I am used to that rendition, but I like the wording of the New Living Translation: “Don't copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think.”

Notice the target of the Holy Spirit’s work: the mind. Human personality is made up of three components: the intellect (mind); emotions (heart), and volition (will). A few weeks back I diagrammed how that works—the mind and heart feed the will, which makes a choice that is carried out by the body.


This past week I realized there is more to the process. I had suggested that we should usually trust what we know over how we feel when it comes to decision making. Emotions are valuable only when they confirm what we know to be right. What I left out was the aftermath of the decision. Once the will chooses a course of action and the body carried out that decision, the heart gauges the reaction to our action. We will either feel good about our action or we will feel bad about it. Psychologists call this positive reinforcement (if our actions make us feel good) or negative reinforcement (if our actions make us feel bad). Those feelings will influence our decision making the next time we are confronted with a similar choice. 


Even secular psychologists recognize this tendency; they call it “cognitive dissonance.” Put in simple terms, when I hold two concepts that are opposed to each other—such as the thought that “I need to go to work” as opposed to the feeling that “I want to stay in bed”—the one I choose to do on a consistent basis becomes stronger. 

Over time I will tend to believe more deeply those assumptions which are consistent with the way I behave. Even if I am initially uncertain that one course is better, the more I do it, the more likely I will continue to do it, and the more convinced of its validity I will become. The cure for doubt is obedience.


“Wait a minute!” someone might object. “If I choose to do something when I don’t feel like doing it, isn’t that being a hypocrite?” No, that’s called being responsible! People are called to do that constantly. Sure, their actions may contradict their feelings, but since when are feelings the ultimate guide for moral decision-making?

In our culture, many would say, “Yes, I’ll do as I please” (which is another way of saying, “I’ll do it if I feel like it”). Unfortunately, much of modern Christianity is man-centered. We need to return to a God-centered Christian position which teaches that you do what God says to do whether you feel like it or not. We need to ask ourselves, “What should control my behavior— how I feel or what I think?” I don’t always like obeying God. I often feel like sinning. I know, however, what is true — that God has bought me, that I belong to Him, that He is my Lord. What should control me — how I feel or what I know to be true?


Someone has written, “The way you think determines the way you feel, and the way you feel influences the way you act.”
 I would suggest a slight variation on that: The way you think influences the way you act, and the way you act determines how you feel, which will reinforce (positively or negatively) how you think about the way you act.


The bottom line in all of this is changing the way we think. Our first step in spiritual growth is to start changing the way we think. Change always starts first in the mind. To be like Christ we must develop the mind of Christ. 


The negative side to this is called “repentance,” which in Greek literally means, “to change your mind.” We repent whenever we change the way we think by rejecting the lies of Satan and our culture and by adopting how God thinks, taking on Christ’s outlook and perspective. 


Paul speaks of this in Philippians 2:1-9. I’d like to read this from the New King James Version, and I want you to listen for how many times the word “mind” appears:

Therefore if there is any consolation in Christ, if any comfort of love, if any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and mercy, fulfill my joy by being like-minded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind. Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself. Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others. Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus, who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. 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.


Four times in these verses the word “mind” appears! Notice the last occurrence in verse five: “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus…” We are to be Christlike in our thinking. When right thinking leads to right acting, then good feelings will come. Jesus told His disciples in John 14:21, “He who has My commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves Me. And he who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him and manifest Myself to him.” Watch how this works: first the facts (knowing His commands), then the faith (keeping His commands; in other words, doing what the mind knows is right), and then the feelings (love) reinforces the facts and encourages future behavior.


As Christians we ought always to be growing up in God. This begins with an initial decision—trusting in Christ Jesus alone for our salvation—accompanied with an intentional dedication to live for Jesus as our Lord, leading to an increasing development of His character within us. Such growth is not automatic, and often never appears in the lives of some Christians. As Swindoll concludes, 

Few things are more pathetic to behold than those who have known the Lord for years but still can’t get in out of the rain doctrinally and biblically. To put it succinctly, they have grown old, but they haven’t grown up.


We’re part of the family of God now. God is our Father, Christ is our Brother, and we have countless other adopted siblings in the church. 


Let’s grow up in God!
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