
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Third Sunday in Lent


psalter:
Psalm 25
1st lesson:
Deuteronomy 6:1-9, 20-25
2nd lesson:
Luke 11 :14-28
Christian Spiritual Growth
In a saying recorded in the New Testament lesson, the Lord told us that we cannot be neutral in respect to Him: "He that is not with me is against me: and he that gathereth not with me scattereth." Then He told the strange little story of a person who had driven out the evil spirit from himself, but had failed to replace him with the good. Then the demon said to himself, "I will return unto my house whence I came out." He found it swept and cleaned, but empty. "Then goeth he, and taketh to him seven other spirits more wicked than himself; and they enter in, and dwell there: and the last state of that man is worse than the first."
There is a need not only for us to drive out the evil within us, but also to grow in our faith; as we go through life, we are either increasing or decreasing in our knowledge of God. Saint Luke said of John the Baptist as a child, that he "grew and became strong in spirit." (Luke 1:80) He said of our Lord, "And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and man." (Luke 2:52) The second Epistle of Saint Peter admonishes us, "Grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ." (2nd Peter 3:18) In the Epistle for last Sunday, Saint Paul told us that "This is the will of God, even your sanctification." (1st Thessalonians 4:3) "Sanctification" means the process of becoming more like our Heavenly Father, of being more and more faithful to God's intentions for us. It means growing in a good heart out of which come good words and deeds.
Our main need in this respect is not so much a warning against sinful actions, as the purification of the heart, from which come our words and deeds. As the Lord stated in a forceful reminder, "A good man out of the good treasure of his heart bringeth forth that which is good; and an evil man out of the evil treasure of his heart bringeth forth that which is evil: for of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaketh." (Luke 6:45) It seems that we are either growing closer to God, or drawing further away from Him. "He that is not with me is against me: and he that gathereth not with me scattereth." 

There is the necessity for positive spiritual growth, for sanctification. The evil spirit must not only be put out, but also the good must be called in. We aren't thinking here of self-improvement or self-fulfillment, nor even primarily of growth of character. What we're considering is the doing of the will of God.
The Alcoholics Anonymous organization knows that a person with alcoholism must not only stop drinking; he must also go on in his life to depend on a higher Power, on a good spiritual Power greater than human beings. In place of the unclean spirit, there must be the Spirit of God. Thus Saint Paul wrote, "Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?" (1st Corinthians 3:16) And the Prayer Book speaks of "the Holy Ghost who sanctifieth thee." (BCP; page 319)
In the lesson from Deuteronomy, we heard the Shema, which begins with these words, "Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord." Moses said of this affirmation of faith, "These words . . . shall be in thine heart." God's Word in our hearts is one of the principal ways by which the Holy Spirit can work within us to help us to grow spiritually. That fine psalm on God's Word and Law, Psalm 119, says, "Thy word have I hid within my heart, that I should not sin against thee." (Verse 11).

We must try to make our commitment to God a total one; nevertheless, increasing in the faith seems to be a gradual and life-long process and privilege. Even if a person begins his Christian life with a dramatic conversion, as Saint Paul did, growth in the faith must still take place. From Damascus, near which he had his vision of the risen Christ, Paul went into Arabia for awhile. Then he returned to Damascus, and didn't go up to Jerusalem until three years later. After a two weeks' visit, he went back to his home city, Tarsus, in southeastern Asia Minor, and remained there for some time before he began his ministry at Antioch of Syria. These years must have been a period of growth in the Christian faith; and in his letters, from the first to the later ones, can be seen a deepening of his understanding of the faith.
As the Hebrews were getting ready to go into the land of Canaan and settle down after their wanderings in the Sinai wilderness, Moses made an interesting observation which bears on the nature of growth in the Christian life. Speaking of the opponents they would meet, he said, "The Lord thy God will put out those nations before thee by little and little: thou mayest not consume them at once, lest the beasts of the field increase upon thee." (Deuteronomy 7:22) Growth is gradual. This fact should not be taken as an excuse to indulge our vices, but as an admonition to be patient and trust in God.

In increasing our understanding of the Christian way of life, and our commitment to it, we can expect that God's Spirit, the Holy Spirit, will help us. We must remember that the Spirit is not the exclusive possession of anyone type of Christian or group of Christians. His presence is given to us all in Baptism and Confirmation. In the Bishop's first prayer in the service of Confirmation, he refers to our baptism by saying that God "vouchsafed to regenerate these (His) servants by Water and the Holy Ghost." For the candidates for the laying on of hands, he prays, "Strengthen them, we beseech thee, O Lord, with the Holy Ghost, the Comforter . . . and daily increase in them thy manifold gifts of grace."
The Holy Ghost is the Christian's inner strength and guide. Christ is his companion and friend, One Who has already shown that He is greater than the forces of evil; He is the stronger One Who overcomes them. The author of Psalm 25 in effect sums up the matter for us: "What man is he that feareth the Lord? him shall he teach in the way that he shall choose. His soul shall dwell at ease, and his seed shall inherit the land."
Our Lord calls us to grow in the knowledge and love of Himself, and sends the Holy Spirit to lead us in the process. We must not be anxious about growing in the Christian faith, but trusting, because it is God Who gives the increase. As said before, our concern must not be for self-improvement or self-fulfillment, or even very much for the development of Christian character. Our concern is that God's "will be done, On earth as it is in heaven." In a good look at our desire to become more faithful Christians, someone has written this: "The primary question is always not 'What will best develop my character?' but 'What does the work of God require?' If we take care to do God's will, our characters will take care of themselves."
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