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Maturity – Spiritual Growth
Aim – To help us to understand what it means to grow in our faith and to identify some important conditions for growth. To help us put these things into practice by considering what will help us to grow and what will hold us back.

Introduction – I am sure that we know Christians who are very clearly growing in their faith but we probably also know those who are either going nowhere or even going backwards in their faith. In this session I would like us to consider the things which we find both helpful and unhelpful in our Christian lives. 

What do we mean when we talk about growing spiritually? How would we define spiritual growth? In what way could we measure spiritual growth? How do the first 2 passages describe spiritual growth? What is the opposite of spiritual growth?

· We hear much in Christian’s circles about this whole concept of spiritual growth. Just as plants and animals grow all around us so also do we grow in our faith as we get to know the Lord Jesus better. It is often the case that the things that we equate with spiritual growth are merely indicators of growth. For example it may be that we have got to know our Bibles better or that we are now spending a larger proportion of our time in Christian meetings. However neither of these indicators necessarily mean that we have grown spiritually. Spiritual growth is not about what we do but who we are. The outward things are a natural consequence of our spiritual growth and the work the Holy Spirit is doing in our hearts. 

· Spiritual growth is not an easy concept to define but I think the most helpful way to define it is to say that it is essentially about becoming like Christ. We find Paul talking about this idea of becoming like Christ in 2 Corinthians 3:18 and Romans 8:29. As Christians we are being transformed into the likeness of Christ and it is this that we are talking about when we are talking about growing spiritually. If we are growing spiritually then we will be exhibiting the fruit of the Spirit in our lives. Just as a gardener must consider the conditions that affect the growth of a plant, so we also need to consider the conditions that will help us or hinder us to grow in our faith. 

Why did Jesus tell the parable of the Sower? Why is the kind of soil so important to the growth of the seed? In what sense can our hearts be like these different types of soil when we hear the word of God?  

· In Luke 8:4-15 Jesus tells the large crowd gathering around him a parable. This is a well-known parable but we tend to that it simply teaches that non-Christians will react in different ways to the gospel. While this is most certainly true, I think that on a deeper level there is an application for us as Christians. In the parable growth is dependent on the kind of soil that the seed falls upon. We know that this is true in the natural world but it also true spiritually. Jesus says that the seed represents the word of God and that the soil represents our hearts. This parable is primarily about the condition of our hearts as we respond to God’s word and is applicable to all of us whether or not we are Christians. 
· The seed that the farmer sowed fell on four kinds of soil which each produced very different results. The seed that fell in the first three places withered, was choked and was trampled on and eaten. It was only the seed that fell on good soil that grew up and produced a crop. Our hearts can be hard like the seed that fell on the path, unreceptive to God’s word. Our hearts can be like the rocky soil, which did not allow firm and solid foundations to be developed. Our hearts can be like the seed that fell amongst thorns, which was choked by the riches, pleasures and worries of this world. Finally our hearts can be like the good soil which hears, retains and by perseverance produces a good crop. Our hearts are constantly like soil, we need to take steps to make sure that our hearts are always like good soil whenever we read, hear or study God’s word. This parable is primarily about the condition of our hearts in response to God’s word. 
I want us to consider in more depth how our hearts can be like these different kinds of soils and so we will spend the rest of the session doing just that. I would suggest that in these four kinds of soil there are some crucial conditions for spiritual growth. 

We must be receptive to God

What was the path like? Why didn’t the seed grow there? In what sense can our hearts be like the path? What kind of attitudes can give us a hard heart? What things prevent us from being receptive to God?
· The path is a hard path and the seed that falls upon it does not sink in. This is why the seed is trampled on and the birds come and eat up the seed from the path. This path is equated to a hard heart for though it hears God’s word it does not penetrate the surface. When our hearts are hard the devil is able to steal the word of God away from our hearts. The key point here is that our attitude to God’s word and the way in which we receive it have crucial implications for whether God’s word is able to penetrate into our hearts and help us to grow in our faith. We may well be those who regularly hear and read God’s word but if His word just remains on the surface, our hearts and lives will not be transformed. 
· Sometimes we come to God’s word with proud hearts thinking that we know all the answers already. We come with our preconceived ideas and we are not prepared to change them. We need to come to God’s word in humility ‘trembling at God’s word’ as Isaiah says in Isaiah 66:2. Likewise in James 1:21 we are told that we should ‘humbly accept the word planted in us’. The Psalmist warns us that ‘today if you hear His voice do not harden your hearts’ (Psalm 95:7-8). 
· Perhaps it is our attitude towards God that is making our hearts hard. Some are so bitter and disappointed with how they perceive that God has treated them in the past that they become unreceptive to God’s word. Others have got misplaced priorities and are simply too busy to find time to listen to hat God has to say to them. Whatever stops us from being receptive to God’s word, we must ensure that we come humbly to God’s word with a willingness to be changed in both mind and deed. 
We must make a commitment to grow

What was the rock like? Why did the seed wither there? In what sense can our hearts be like the rock? What kind of things will we need to commit ourselves to in order to build strong foundations? What stops us from building these foundations? 
· The rocky soil had no moisture and so the seed withered. The rocky soil is equated to a heart that finds it hard to put down strong roots and foundations. Some people have only a superficial faith and they make no real commitment to growing as Christians. They may well receive the word of God with joy but soon enough their real priorities are revealed. The Christian life is no ‘picnic’ for it requires us to make life-changing decisions about the things that we are going make a priority.  

· If we are going to make a genuine commitment to growing in our faith, then we need to be like the wise man who not only hears the word but puts it into practice (Matthew 7:24-27, James 1:22). To become mature we need solid food and we need to train ourselves to distinguish good from evil (Hebrews 5:11-14). Maturity does comes neither easily or naturally but only with hard training (1 Timothy 4:7-8) on our part and the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit. I suggest that we need to make five major commitments in order to build the kind of foundations that will help us to grow spiritually. 

(a) The commitment to build spiritual habits such as spending time with God in prayer and His word (1 Peter 2:2-3).

(b) The commitment to have regular fellowship with other Christians (Hebrews 10:24-25).

(c) The commitment to sharing our faith with others (Philemon 1:6)

(d) The commitment to using our gifts to serve both others and the Lord (1 Peter 4:10).

(e) The commitment to seek and fulfil God’s purpose for our lives (Ephesians 2:10). 

· These are the things that we tend to associate with spiritual growth but it’s important to remember that they are a means to an end rather than an end in themselves. Being committed to these things will provide a healthy environment for growth

· There are many things that get in the way of us making these kinds of commitments. Spending time with God and studying His word can be hard to make time for when we have such busy lives and routines. We have a tendency to over commit ourselves leaving no time left for God. These things can also become habitual and dry. Perhaps the fear of failure or of losing face stops us from speaking to our friends. We naturally seek to do our will rather than fulfilling God’s purpose for our lives. 

We must be ruthless with distractions

What were the thorns like? Why did the seed choke there? In what sense can our hearts be like the thorns? What thorns are there in our own lives that distract us in our Christian lives? What spiritual gardening do we need to undertake in our lives?

· The thorns grow up alongside the seed and choke the plants. The seed that fell among the thorny soil is like the word that is choked by riches, pleasures and worries. Thorns are a sign of neglect and a gardener must deal with them ruthlessly and persistently in order to prevent them from choking the plants he is growing. If we are to grow in our faith we need to ensure that our faith is not choked by anything which crowds God out of our lives. 

· In considering what is choking our faith and pushing God out of our lives we must be prepared to throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles (Hebrews 12:1). Maybe it is the places where we go, the people we spend all of our time with or an activity that we become obsessed with. Whatever the thorn in our lives, if it is hindering our growth in Christ then it must be removed. We are called to be ruthless in removing everything that hinders, whatever they may be.

Conclusion – We have thought about some of the dangers of our hearts being like the path, the rock and the thorns. Yet we should remind ourselves that the seed that fell on good soil produced a crop which was a hundred times more than what was sown. Jesus says that the good soil represents those with a noble and good hearts who hear the word, retain it and by persevering produce a good crop. If our hearts are like the good soil and not only will we grow spiritually ourselves but God will be able to work through us in the lives of other people. If our hearts are like the good soil then we will see much growth in our Christian lives. If our hearts are not then we could be in store for some of the disastrous results of the seed that fell in the 3 other places. 

It is also important to remember that it is only with the help of the Holy Spirit can our hearts be like the good soil and produce a good crop. We cannot transform ourselves into the likeness of Christ but while the Holy Spirit’s work in us is crucial He does needs our co-operation. We should ask Him to help us be receptive, to make solid foundations and to be ruthless with distractions.

As we conclude it will be helpful to look back over the last 6 months and ask ourselves how we have grown spiritually. This is not an easy question to answer because spiritual growth is not easy to quantify. Since we have seen that spiritual growth is about growing in Christ-likeness, perhaps a look at what Jesus was like would be helpful in allowing us to assess how we are getting on in our Christian lives.  

NAVS Discipleship materials

Maturity – Spiritual Growth
2 Corinthians 3:18 “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.”

Romans 8:29 “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.”

Luke 8:4-15 “While a large crowd was gathering and people were coming to Jesus from town after town, he told this parable: ‘A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path; it was trampled on, and the birds of the air ate it up. Some fell on rock, and when it came up, the plants withered because they had no moisture. Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up with it and choked the plants. Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up and yielded a crop, a hundred times more than was sown.’ When he said this, he called out, ‘He who has ears to hear, let him hear.’ His disciples asked him what this parable meant. He said, ‘The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of God has been given to you, but to others I speak in parables, so that, ‘though seeing, they may not see; though hearing, they may not understand.’ This is the meaning of the parable: The seed is the word of God. Those along the path are the ones who hear, and then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, so that they may not believe and be saved. Those on the rock are the ones who receive the word with joy when they hear it, but they have no root. They believe for a while, but in the time of testing they fall away. The seed that fell among thorns stands for those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by life's worries, riches and pleasures, and they do not mature. But the seed on good soil stands for those with a noble and good heart, who hear the word, retain it, and by persevering produce a crop’.”

Psalm 95:7-8 “Today, if you hear his voice do not harden your hearts.”
James 1:21-22 “Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.”

Isaiah 66:2 “Has not my hand made all these things, and so they came into being?" declares the LORD. "This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word.”

Matthew 7:24-27 “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.”

James 1:22 “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.”

1 Timothy 4:7-8 “Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives' tales; rather, train yourself to be godly. For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.”

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.”

1 Peter 2:2-3 “Like new-born babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.”

Hebrews 10:25 “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”

Philemon 1:6 “I pray that you may be active in sharing your faith, so that you will have a full understanding of every good thing we have in Christ.”
1 Peter 4:10 “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms.”
Ephesians 2:10 “For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”

Hebrews 12:1 “Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.”
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