Nothing But The Best #18

“Arrested Development” 

Hebrews 5:11-14


Back when I was in high school, Amy Grant burst on the contemporary Christian music scene. She was only four years older than me but had become a household name by her twentieth birthday, becoming known as “The Queen of Christian Pop”. 


Her early albums were occasionally criticized as spiritually shallow with such songs as “Grape, Grape Joy,” “Fairytale,” and “Giggle.” In 1982 (the year I graduated from high school), she released her sixth album entitled “Age to Age” considered by many as a breakthrough album, finally earning her serious recognition within the contemporary Christian music community. Songs such as “Sing Your Praise to the Lord” and “El Shaddai” brought praise from the critics, and it became the first Christian music album by a solo artist to be certified gold (in 1983), and platinum (in 1985).


In the middle of the album, though, was a song that may have seemed a throwback to the younger, less mature artist of her teenage years. Lighthearted music and voices disguise lyrics that stick like a well-aimed dagger:

I know a man, maybe you know him, too
You never can tell; he might even be you
He knelt at the altar, and that was the end
He’s saved, and that’s all that matters to him


His spiritual tummy, it can’t take too much
One day a week, he gets a spiritual lunch
On Sunday, he puts on his spiritual best
And gives his language a spiritual rest


He’s been baptized, sanctified, redeemed by the blood
But his daily devotions are stuck in the mud
He knows the books of the Bible and John 3:16
He’s got the biggest King James you’ve ever seen!


I’ve always wondered if he’ll grow up someday
He’s momma’s boy, and he likes it that way
If you happen to see him, tell him I said,
He’ll never grow if he never gets fed


He’s just a fat little baby (Waa, waa, waa!)
He wants his bottle, and he don’t mean maybe
He sampled solid foods once or twice
But he says doctrine leaves him cold as ice 


It’s a cute song that brings a smile to our lips…until we really listen to the words and they sink in! Like laughing with a bunch of people until we discover the joke is on us. Then it hurts! 


This song portrays someone found all too often in the body of Christ: the spiritual baby suffering from arrested development. There’s nothing more precious than a new baby in the early stages of life, but there’s nothing more pathetic than a grown person acting like a baby…especially when there is no physical or psychological condition at the root of it. You just want to shake such a person and cry, “Grow up!”


Maybe you heard those words in your younger years…as a grade schooler or as a teenager. I agree with Chuck Swindoll when he says, 

I don’t think there is any statement that assaults our self-esteem more severely that to be told, “Aw, grow up!” What is humiliating for a teenager is downright insulting to an adult. It is the stingingest, most severe of rebukes, because it does not assault your size as much as it attacks your inner person. Nobody wants to be made to appear less wise than their age.


Yet this is precisely what the author of Hebrews writes to his audience in our text for this evening, Hebrews 5:11-14,

We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because you are slow to learn. In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. 

Strong words! At the end of each verse there could be a firm exclamation point. These were written with intensity. When we wrote these words he pushed down on his stylus. He felt deeply about these things.
 And this is as relevant a message to Christians of the twenty-first century as to Christians of the first century.

The Stinging Rebuke of Childishness


First we see the stinging rebuke of childishness. After introducing Melichizedek as a type of Christ, the author stops his train of thought and writes, “We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because you are slow to learn.” That final phrase has also been rendered “slow to grasp spiritual truth” (jbp); “dull of hearing” (nasb); and, my personal favorite, “you are spiritually dull and don’t seem to listen” (nlt). The term rendered “slow” or “dull” comes from a combination of two Greek words, one meaning “no,” the other “to push,” hence, “no push,” thus “slow, sluggish.”

One of the first symptoms of spiritual regression, sometimes called “backsliding,” is a dullness toward spiritual things. Bible study is dull, the preaching is dull, anything spiritual is dull. The problem is usually not with the teacher or the pastor, but with the backslider.
 This is brought out in the original text. The word “are” in the last phrase is better translated “have become.” In the Greek it is in the perfect tense which tense speaks of a process completed in past time having present results.
 Leon Morris comments, “The readers of the epistle were not naturally slow learners but had allowed themselves to get lazy.”
 We should not think that the readers were in themselves intellectually or spiritually inferior; for it is not a question of what they are by nature but of what they have become by default, the implication being that this was not the case with them originally. The author of Hebrews is convinced that his readers’ ignorance stems from laziness.

Spiritual growth is not merely a matter of time, not an experience that comes with years as does physical growth. It is possible that a person saved six years could be further advanced spiritually than one saved for thirty years.
 Job 32:7-8 reads in the Living Bible, “those who are older are said to be wiser; but it is not mere age that makes men wise. Rather, it is the spirit in a man, the breath of the Almighty that makes him intelligent.” 
Howard Hendricks observes,

Wouldn’t it be a farce if we dressed people up in our churches according to their spirituality? There’s Brother Smotzgoff, saved all those years, still looking at his fingers, waving his rattle, cooing…and, mind you, this guy’s an elder in the church!

God sees spiritual growth as terribly important. Consider these passages:

· Brothers, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults. (1 Corinthians 14:20-21)

· Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. (Ephesians 4:14-16)

· Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation (1 Peter 2:2)

· Grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. (2 Peter 3:18)

We are born into the God’s family by a new birth. From that time until the end of our Christian life, we are in some kind of process of growth.
 Or at least we should be. Warren Wiersbe entitled this section of his commentary, “Pilgrims Should Make Progress,” based on the classic work of John Bunyan, Pilgrim’s Progress.
 I like that!


In our text the author of Hebrews points out three characteristics of immaturity that marked his readers. Just like little babies, these believers demonstrated a lack of communication skills, a lack of consumption skills, and a lack of coordination skills. 

We read in verse 12, “In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over again.” This does not mean that every Christian ought to be in official teaching positions in the church, but every believer who has been a Christian for some time ought to at least be able to tell another person what they believe and why they believe it. They displayed a lack of communication skills. They had slipped back to a stage where they were in need of a teacher to instruct them in “the elementary truths of God’s word all over again.” Their spiritual comprehension was compared  to that of children in kindergarten who, unable to read or write, have to start at the very beginning by learning the ABCs.
 It’s a pathetic scene. It is a scene of adults playing with the ABC blocks in the nursery of theology. Its people who ought to know better still messing around with the nursery toys, shaking little rattles, unable to communicate directly and correctly the deeper truths of theology. This adult writer, pointing his finger in the face of his adult readers, says to them, “Aw, grow up!”

A second sign of spiritual childishness is a lack of consumption skills. Babies cannot eat solid food—they have no teeth, and if they try to swallow it they will choke! Verse 12 ends with the words, “You need milk, not solid food!” Once again the writer is drawing attention to the fact that his readers have moved their position. “You need milk” literally means, “you have become having need of milk,” meaning they had not advanced, so the result was that they had gone back and had “become” beginners.

Milk is predigested food, and it is specially suited to babies. But only those who have teeth can enjoy meat. What is meant by “milk” and “meat” spiritually? Drawing from the context Wiersbe concludes, 

The “milk” of the Word refers to what Jesus Christ did on earth—His birth, life, teaching, death, burial, and resurrection. The “meat” of the Word refers to what Jesus Christ is now doing in heaven. We begin the Christian life on the basis of His finished work on earth. We grow in the Christian life on the basis of His unfinished work in heaven.
 

He adds, “Of course, even the maturest adult never outgrows milk. As believers, we can still learn much from our Lord’s work on earth. But we must not stop there!” 

Attitudes that often exist for immature Christians express themselves as:

· “You feed me rather than my feeding myself!”

· “I will pick and choose the kind of food I want!” (it’s usually junk food)

· “I want it a certain way from a certain person!”

Perhaps the best sign of maturity when it comes to spiritual consumption is when a Christian is able to feed himself or herself from the Word. There’s nothing wrong with enjoying spiritual meals prepared by others, but they are still human and prone to error! We should adopt the practice of the Berean Christians recorded in Acts 17:11, “they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” That’s spiritual maturity! On the other hand, as Swindoll warns, “Immature Christians are perfect specimens for a cult. They are waiting for someone else to feed them, and cults are masterful at telling people what they want to hear.”
 

Thirdly, the original audience of the letter had a lack of coordination skills. Infants cannot walk or run—they can’t stand up on their own! It’s an accomplishment when they roll over for the first time! First they crawl, then they stand, then they walk, and then they run…much to the exhaustion of their parents!

Verses 13-14 read, “Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.”  The phrase “not aquainted” does not suggest a lack of knowledge but rather the lack of skill coming from a lack of practice. They had never developed the necessary skills to put God’s principles into practice.

The emphasis here is on using the knowledge learned in practical ways. As we grow in the Word, we learn to use it in daily life. As we apply the Word, we exercise our “spiritual senses” and develop spiritual discernment. It is a characteristic of little children that they lack discernment. A baby will put anything into its mouth. A baby believer will listen to any preacher on the radio or television and not be able to identify whether or not what they hear is true to the Scriptures. The ability to discern good and evil is a vital part of Christian maturity.


W. Graham Scroggie summarizes the plight of the immature believer:

Too many Christians live on the right side of Easter, but the wrong side of Pentecost; the right side of pardon, but the wrong side of power; the right side of forgiveness, but the wrong side of fellowship. They are out of Egypt, but have not reached the land of promise and blessing. They are still wandering about in the wilderness of frustration and dissatisfaction.
 

The Spiritual Route to Christlikeness


Let’s not end on a negative note, though. As M. R. DeHaan writes, “It is time to be promoted from the kindergarten and go on to maturity.”
 I close with the spiritual route to Christlikeness. Verse 14 concludes, “But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.”
I find it fascinating that the Greek word used in verse 11 translated “mature” is the same term used in verse 9 describing Christ as “having been made perfect.”
 We saw in our last study that the author of Hebrews was not at all suggesting that Jesus was not already “perfect” in the sense of being sinless or somehow less than divine, but rather that He became a complete Savior by gaining the experience of His life on earth. 


“Even as Christ is complete,” the author seems to imply, “let’s aim to become complete as we grow up in Him.” The New Testament presents a picture of the well-rounded Christian life as completeness. The experienced Christian knows that he needs strong meat to attain to this kind of maturity.
 We need nourishing food, sufficient exercise, and keen discernment for the proper development of Christlike character.


Notice the word “trained” in verse 14. This brings to mind the athlete who has the single-minded self-discipline to trains himself to be in the peak of physical condition for the game, the mature Christian is equipped to face responsibly the demands and endure to the end the rigors of the conflict by the habitual exercise of his powers.

There is a reference to habit in the Greek here. In fact the words by constant use could be translated “by habit,” which would bring out perhaps more clearly the building up of experience through a continued process in the past. The word occurs only here in the New Testament. Spiritual maturity comes neither from isolated events nor from a great spiritual burst. It comes from a steady application of spiritual discipline.


Habits don’t happen overnight. They must be developed by doing them over and over, when we feel like it and when we don’t, when it’s convenient and when it’s not. It is plain that God’s Word considers this training and prac​tice an essential part of leaving spiritual babyhood and growing up into spiritual adulthood.


What are good habits toward spiritual growth? Attending church is a start. Later in the letter the author of Hebrews writes, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another…” (Hebrews 10:25) We ought to put ourselves in a place where the Word is consistently and accurately proclaimed. But that is not the end. Just because the truth is being preached doesn’t mean it is being heard and applied.
 Remember Jesus’ parable of the two builders at the end of the Sermon on the Mount: both heard His words, but only the wise one “put them into practice” (Matt. 7:24-27). We need not only the knowledge of the Scriptures but the necessary skills in reading and understanding it for ourselves.


The highest mark of spiritual maturity is not how much we understand, it is how much we use. The opposite of ignorance in the spiritual realm is not knowledge, it is obedience.
 As Howard Hendricks writes in Living By The Book,
What is the aim of the Bible? …in order that you might grow. Please note, it is not that you may know. Certainly you can’t grow without knowing. But you can know and not grow. The Bible was written not to satisfy your curiosity but to help you conform to Christ’s image. Not to make you a smarter sinner but to make you like the Savior. Not to fill your head with a collection of biblical facts but to transform your life.
 

Everybody is born a baby—helpless, completely self-absorbed and dependent on others for their well-being. The same is true for Christians; we all start off as spiritual infants, requiring others to feed us the milk of the Word.


Let’s not be satisfied with being spiritual babies, though. Let’s grow up! Let’s learn how to communicate spiritual truth, how to feed ourselves from the Word of God, and how to put that truth into practice in our daily lives. 


I believe that the purpose of the church can be found in Ephesians 4:12-13,

…to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.


If we would do that as a church, the results are found in verses 14-15, 

Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. 


Every church ought to have a nursery for small infants, but no church should be a nursery filled with aging believers suffering from arrested development, leaving them to be perpetual babies in Christ.


Let’s grow up!
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