“THE ONLY WAY TO BECOME YOUR BEST”
(II Peter 3:17-18)
          “Ye, therefore, beloved, seeing ye know these things before, beware less ye also, being led away with the error of the wicked, fall from your own steadfastness.  But grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  To Him be glory both now and for ever.  Amen.” 

We will begin by observing some of the main features of the text.  Grammatically, there are two emphatic terms in these verses.  One is the word “ye” at the beginning, and the other is the word “Him” (referring to Jesus) at the end.  The great secret of life, both here and hereafter, is found in the union of “you” and “Him.”  The word “therefore” is a coupling word, and it means that these words follow reasonably on something that has been said previously.  Indeed, these are Peter’s final recorded words, and thus they are very important to every believer.  The words, “seeing ye know these things before,” mean that Peter is not telling his readers anything new, but is merely repeating truths which they probably have heard numerous times. 

When the legendary University of Alabama football coach, Paul “Bear” Bryant, was preparing for his final coaching appearance in the Liberty Bowl in Memphis, Tennessee, a reporter asked him this question: “Coach, how is it that your teams perennially vie for the national championship in football, when they have no more scholarships than other schools?”  Bryant answered, “This will sound very simple, but we get the best physical specimens we can recruit, get them in the best physical shape they can be in, and then we teach them over, and over, and over, and over, the basic fundamentals of blocking and tackling.”  One of the great failures of Christians everywhere and often is that they forget or do not implement in their lives the basic fundamentals of concept and performance in the Christian life.  Christians need constant repetition of those fundamentals, both in teaching and in action. 

James S. Stewart, the great New Testament scholar of Edinburgh, Scotland, declared that in his opinion, Jesus repeated Himself in His main bodies of teaching at least 500 times each — “and it wasn’t because He had 500 different audiences; it was because He had the same audience every time — twelve men — and they had to ‘get’ it.”  Were those men stupid?  No, they were just like you and me.  They needed an absolute miracle at each hearing of Divine truth in order to shift from mere human thought to the Mind of God.  The same is absolutely true of us.  We need repeated presentations of fundamental truths, and we need a miracle in our understanding to receive and appropriate them.  To see this truth, thumb back through II Peter and note these passages: II Peter 1:12-15 and II Peter 3:1.  So Peter was aware of the need to repeat fundamental truths often.  

Peter closes his second letter with a word of great warning (verse 17) and a word of great wisdom (verse 18).  First, the word of warning.  “Beware.”  This is a present middle imperative verb, which should be translated, “guard yourselves” (a command).  The word “also” suggests that other Christians had already become involved in the action that he warns his readers about.  Some had already been “carried away by the error of the wicked,” and the danger was a threat to his present readers, also.  The basic warning is in the words, “Beware lest you fall from your own steadfastness.”  Note two great truths: 

(1) Christians can fall.  Christians have no immunization except in their up-to-date relationship with Jesus to prevent them from falling.  Because the possibility of falling is always imminent, the Christian needs to be warned and encouraged regularly.  

(2) Christians cannot fall from their salvation, but they may fall from their “steadfastness.”  A Christian “can fall on the Rock, but he cannot fall through the Rock.”  What does this mean?  Your steadfastness as a Christian is your steadiness in living for Christ and in representing Him to the world.  You may tragically fall from this steadfastness.  The verb “fall” is an aorist tense verb, which means that, if such a fall occurs, it will occur at some crisis moment when you are not prepared for the temptation that causes it.  So the Christian should guard himself against even one such fall.  Little children fall down repeatedly because they are not mature enough, or strong enough, or motivated enough, to stand.  Christians fall for the same reasons.  

Note that verse 18 opens with the word “but,” an adversative (counteractive) conjunction.  It means that Peter is now going to tell us the only way of preventing such a fall.  “But grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  The word “grow” is a key word in these verses.  You see, as long as a bicycle is rolling, it hasn’t fallen yet.  As long as a coin is rolling on a hard surface, it hasn’t fallen yet.  As long as you are growing as a Christian, you will not fall.  But when your growth lapses or stops, you are very likely headed for a fall.  We must sadly confess that many of us as Christians are like the clever cartoon character, Ziggy, who said, “Lately I’ve gotten into transcendental vegetation.” So it is crucial that we hear and heed the admonition of this text.

The verb “grow” is a present active imperative second person plural verb, and each of those parts of this word carries a cargo of spiritual meaning.  The imperative mood means that this is a command of God, a command of equal force to any one of the Ten Commandments!  The active voice means that there is a necessary effort that must be made by the Christian if he is to grow.  This growth is not automatic.  We as Christians are commanded to play an active, cooperative role in our spiritual growth.  God never implies that we are to have a passive role in our maturity.  The present tense means that this is my responsibility as well as a real possibility at this very moment and every moment.  Christian, you will finally become only what you are becoming right now.   The second person means “you,” and the fact that it is a second person plural means “all of you.”  So this duty is binding on every Christian all the time.  So the Christian life is for people on the grow.   After being saved, the basic question of a Christian’s life should be, “Where do I grow from here?”   The Christian life is a moving target.  It is not for people who are merely casual or idle.  

It should be noted that there are some things in the Christian life that a believer cannot grow into.  For example, a Christian cannot grow into the fullness of the Holy Spirit.  No, he must surrender into that fullness if he is to have it.  Growth may increase his capacity for fullness, but the fullness itself can only come through surrender.  On the other hand, there are some things in the Christian life that a believer cannot surrender into; he must grow into them.  For example, he cannot surrender into maturity.  Maturity as a Christian cannot be gained   suddenly, but only gradually (and usually painfully).  

In a Dennis the Menace cartoon, Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell, Dennis’ parents, are playing cards at a table.  Dennis is stretched up on tiptoe, holding onto the side of the table with his hands.  He is saying, “I’m tired of being this little!  Can’t we move to a house that has higher floors?”  There are many Christians who would like to “move into a house with higher floors.”  They would like a “quick trick” that would guarantee instant maturity.  But maturity comes only through a process of slow and painful growth.

It is peculiarly fitting that it should have been the Apostle Peter who wrote these words, and it is even more fitting that these should have been the last words that we should have from his pen.  The trip that he made from Simon to Peter by the grace and power of God reveals a perfect example of the words that were last recorded from his hand.  

One of the great evidences of the presence of life is growth.  When leaves begin to shoot out on a tree in the spring, the world knows that the tree is alive.  Growth exemplifies life; that which does not grow is either dead or dying. 

I.  THE GREATEST POSSIBILITY
          The command to grow suggests the greatest possibility of the Christian life.  The word “grow” invites us to take advantage of the most tremendous power we know.  The entire world of living things exemplifies this power.  Look at a tiny acorn lying on a forest floor.  What a small and insignificant thing it appears to be!  It is so small that I could easily cradle a dozen of them in the palm of one of my hands.  However, though it  is very small, it has great growing power.  It has in it the capacity to become a giant of the forest.  If fact, so great is its growing power that I could easily carry in my pockets a sufficient number of acorns to furnish timber enough to build a city.    

            “When you are discouraged, And feeling mighty blue,

              Look at a mighty oak, And see what one little nut can do.”

“An oak tree is just a little nut that held its ground — and grew.”  A man had a vague memory of a celebrity having been born in a certain town.  He asked an old gentleman there, “Were any great men born in this town?”  The wise old gentleman replied, “No, only babies.” 

An old cartoon shows Thomas Carlyle holding a baby in his arm.  He is looking at the baby with wide-eyed wonder.  “Just to think,” he says, “that Shakespeare was once like this.”  Indeed, that is amazing!  This literary genius, whose mine blossomed into the fullest flower of ingenuity, was once a little bundle of helplessness, weighing no more than eight pounds.  But in spite of this poor start, he wrote Hamlet, Macbeth, The Merchant of Venice, and many other great plays.  This was possible simply because he grew.

 Howard Hendricks, the great Christian educator, said, “I’d rather have my students drink from a running stream than from a stagnant pool.”  Dawson Trotman, founder of the international Navigators organization, said, “You are going to be what you are now becoming.”  Nobody stands still; he either goes forward or backward.  He either advances or regresses.  Life at a standstill is actually life in retreat.  Growth is not a mere possibility, it is a necessity if one is to live well.  

But this text not only urges us to grow; it actually encourages us to choose the direction and the sphere in which we will grow.  It does not simply say, “Grow”; it says, “Grow in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  
When a child passes from its mother’s womb into the outer world, it enters a world for which it is made — and a world which is made to accommodate it.  There is air for its lungs, light for its eyes, food for its stomach, love for its nature, and a whole world of growth for its latent possibilities. The child and the world are made for each other.  So are you and I made for the Kingdom of God, and when we are born again, we find a spiritual world that is made to accommodate us, and we are fitted to grow in it.  

It is our high privilege to decide the kind of character that we shall grow.  The minute you accepted Jesus Christ as your personal Savior and Lord, you were planted solidly in the grace of God. Now, the Holy Spirit urges you to progress in the realm in which you exist as a Christian.  So we must carefully ask and answer the question, What does it mean to “grow in grace”?  The old definition of grace as “God’s unmerited favor” simply does not fit in the phrase “grow in grace,” so I propose a definition that fits the phrase.  Here, grace may simply be defined as “letting God do things for you.”  Or grace may be defined as the total reservoir of Divine resources that God keeps available all the time for every Christian to have and to use. 
 As Christians, we are to grow in letting God do things for us.  Look carefully at the key phrase, “grow in grace.”  If the emphasis in that phrase is placed on the word “grow”, then all of the pressure is placed on the Christian; but if the emphasis is placed on the word “grace”, then the pressure is on Christ.  I react poorly to pressure, but He reacts perfectly to it!  In my own life I have learned that a lot of such growth consists simply of my getting out of God’s way.  It is actually more like personal shrinkage than growth.  This kind of growth is patterned after the words of John the Baptist, “He (Jesus) must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30).  
To give a simple example, growing in grace is a process of paying more and more attention to God’s righteousness, and less and less attention to my performance, my growth, my own “goodness”.  To grow in grace means that we find the meaning of our lives not by probing our moods and motives and morals, but by focusing on  God’s purposes, God’s provision, and God’s performance.  In the Christian life, it is not man’s deeds that are decisive, but God’s deeds.  You see, the God of the Bible is a working God.  Jesus said in John 5:17, “My Father is working still, and I am working.”  Faith, which is our part in this growth, means seeing this truth and letting God work in and through us.  
  Furthermore, you are to grow “in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  This probably has two ideas in it.  One is that a Christian is to become more and more informed about the life and work of Jesus.  He is to maintain close contact with the text-book of the Christian faith.  The other suggestion is that the Christian is to have a deeper experience, a deeper personal and experimental knowledge of Jesus with each new day.  He is to grow in His implementation of Jesus as “Lord” and of Jesus as “Savior.”   Thus, this text reveals the greatest possibility of the Christian life.    

II.  THE GREATEST PERIL
The command to grow suggests the greatest peril of the Christian life.  For a Christian to fail to grow is in itself a tragedy, and must also end in tragedy. This is not merely the case in rare and conspicuous instances; this is the case always and everywhere.  And yet how often does this tragedy occur!  This rule will hold in your Christian life:  you will either grow in grace or you will grow in disgrace.  To grow in grace will make you a credit to Him and His cause, but to fail to grow will make you a discredit to Him and His cause.  
Many Christians are like the man on an ocean voyage.  He arose one morning, went out on deck, looked out at the vast expanse of water, and exclaimed, “We’re right where we were yesterday.” If we were completely honest, many of us would have to admit that in our Christian experience, “we are right where we were yesterday” — and the day before, and the day before that.  Have you ever watched a group of highly trained soldiers on parade?  Occasionally they practice a marching maneuver known as “marking time.”  They lift their feet up and down, but they don’t move forward a single inch.  Many Christians tragically spend most of their lives marking time.  It is absolutely tragic for any Christian to remain any day “right where he was yesterday.”  

The Japanese bred a small tree that has been appropriately labeled “the Japanese dwarf tree.”  The tree grows to a height of only 12 to 18 inches. They accomplished this by cutting the tap root of the tree and forcing it to grow from its surface root.  This stunted its growth.  When any of the “tap roots” of the Christian life are cut (such as prayer or the study of Scripture), the believer’s growth is terribly stunted.  Too many Christians seem to sing, 



“Jesus loves me, this I know, 



 And that’s as far as I want to go.”  
For a Christian to fail to grow is to experience all possible tragedies in one.  You see, being introduced to a person is not the same as knowing that person.  One’s wedding day is only the start of an ongoing commitment.  To come to know Christ should be only the beginning of a developing romance — one that may grow forever.  An old adage says. “You can’s borrow a violin today and play in Carnegie Hall tomorrow.”  Regular growth is necessary to maintain life, and it is a great tragedy not to grow.

Failure to grow is perilous because it always means degeneration.  The Christian life is lived on an incline, and if a believer is not making progress up the hill, then he is regressing back down the hill.  Picture the Christian as a person going up on the down escalator.  If he should cease to climb upward for a minute, he or she will lose grown, and be carried downward.  The only way to keep from going backward and downward is to grow forward and upward.  A ball may be pushed, thrown, bounced, or driven up a hill, but if it is ever released from the power that propels it up the hill, it will come back down again.  As long as a coin is rolling across a floor, it hasn’t fallen yet, but if it stops rolling, it will fall.  The captain of a losing rowing team explained the loss by saying, “We lost because too many of our men rowed too long in the same place.”  Many Christians lose the blessings of Christian experience and of the Christian life because they “row too long in the same place” — they never grow as Christians.  And the Christian who fails to grow begins at once to decline.  To fail to go forward is inevitably to go backward.

Furthermore, to fail to grow is perilous to the Christian because it leaves him susceptible to the ravages of sin.  A baby that doesn’t grow is unhealthy, and an unhealthy baby is exposed to the ravages of disease.  A Christian who doesn’t grow is an unhealthy Christian, and an unhealthy Christian is exposed to the ravages of sin.  

Billy Sunday, the colorful evangelist, told of a tramp who had just been converted in one of his meetings.  Sunday asked him this question, “Suppose you are walking next to an apartment building.  You see that the street-level window is open in one of the apartments, and that there is a lady’s purse on a table within reach just inside the window.  What would you do?”  “Please don’t ask me that question,” begged the new convert.  When Mr. Sunday insisted upon an answer, the man replied, “Well, Mr. Sunday, you know I’m only an infant in the Kingdom!”  A person who remains an infant in the Kingdom is more likely to succumb to the attack of temptation.  To fail to grow is perilous because stunted growth leaves us weakened and unhealthy.  

It is said that the Tartar tribes of central Asia had a curse they hurled against their enemies.  They said, “May you stay in one place forever.”  No greater tragedy could befall a Christian than this, that he should stay in one place forever, stagnant and stalemated in his Christian experience. 

III.  THE GREATEST PRIORITY 

Finally, the command to grow in Christ reveals the greatest priority of the Christian life.  “Grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  A Christian is a person who is made to surpass himself.  But how is this to be accomplished?  How does a Christian grow in grace?  We must face the fact at once that we do not grow by merely wishing to do so.  You can no more grow by merely wishing to grow that you can reduce your bodily weight by the same means.  Almost every American who is not already a walking skeleton wishes he or she could lose weight.  But while some are succeeding, others are not (and their failure is conspicuous!). 

A fat man walked up to a thin man on the street.  The fat man said, “Man, you look like you’ve been through a depression.”  The thin man retorted, “Man, you look like you caused it!”  One man said that he didn’t know he was getting so heavy until one day he said to his wife, “Honey, have you seen my belt around the house?”  She replied, “No — I didn’t know you could put it around the house!”  One man described another by saying, “He’s so patriotic that everything he eats goes to the front.”  As he watched him walking away, he added, “And he’s got quite a following, too.”  

The ones who eat what they want to will not reduce their bodily weight.  The ones who practice discipline in diet will reduce.  Even so, the Christian who obeys the laws of growth is the one who will grow.  What are these “laws of growth”?

In order to grow, the individual must have a regular diet of healthy food.  If we are to grow physically, we must have food.  If we are to grow spiritually, we must have spiritual food.  In I Peter 2:2, the Bible identifies this food: “Desire the sincere (pure) milk of the Word, that ye may grow thereby.”  There is no possibility of a Christian growing to maturity without a regular intake of the Word of God.  One of the first instructions that new Christians should receive and follow is that they should regularly read the Bible.  It is a basic factor in the diet of one who has been born into God’s family and seeks to mature as a Christian.  

In order to grow, the individual must also have proper environment. The place of environment in healthy growth is being recognized more and more today.  That environment is provided by association and atmosphere.  What is the first need of a newborn person?  Association with the kind of beings who birthed him!  What is the first need of a newborn person?  Association with the same kind of born-again Christians as he has become!  A Christian also needs the right atmosphere for development and growth.  The “heavenly sunlight” is just as important for the spiritual life as the earthly sunlight is for the physical life.  The Christian needs the environment of the house of God and the fellowship of God’s people.  It is no wonder that our church rolls are filled with pygmies, babies, stunted monstrosities, when church members do not regularly attend church.  Today, we live the Christian life by a selfish leisure standard instead of a disciplined Lordship standard.  This is most obvious when you examine the church attendance of believers.  They tend to attend in shifts, with the “weekend” being the time they travel or indulge in any other activity at their own leisure.  And resemblance between this and the Christianity of the Book of Acts is purely coincidental!    Another part of proper environment is provided by the individual’s companions.  No Christian should spend all of his time with Christians, but he should spend much time with dedicated Christian friends.

In order to grow, the individual needs proper exercise.  Someone asked one of my pastor friends if he ever jogged, and he facetiously replied, “Yes — every time I walk!”  The absence of physical exercise will probably lead sooner or later to heart trouble.  The same is true in the Christian life.  Little or no proper spiritual exercise will lead to spiritual heart trouble, which is even more serious than physical heart trouble!  

Did you ever watch a baby in the cradle as he kicked and waved his arms, and seemed to be trying to swallow, first his fist, and then his foot?  What is all that activity about?  He is just taking his daily dozen.  Nature is putting him through these exercises in order to help him grow.  The muscle that is never exercised will never be strong.  And the more strenuous the exercise, the more sturdy the growth.  Why is it that so many in the church are weak and ineffective?  One great reason is this:  They are trying to be Christians without putting themselves to any trouble.  Listen to the Word of God.  In II Timothy 4:7, the Bible says, “Exercise thyself unto godliness.  For bodily exercise profiteth little: but godliness is profitable unto all things, having promise of the life that now is, and of that which is to come.”  How does a Christian “exercise himself unto godliness”?  There are various ways to take spiritual calisthenics, and they are all important.  One way is through prayer. Another is through regular witness for Christ.  Another is through active Christian service.  Every Christian should engage in some regular ministry that carries him to the “front line” of productive service for Christ.  

Though this list is not complete, these are some of the laws of growth.  When there is a breakdown at even one point, there is a breakdown of growth.  But when a Christian receives the proper spiritual food on a daily basis, lives in a wholesome spiritual environment, and gets enough spiritual exercise, he will grow in grace.

Our text is one of those passages that demands a personal inventory.  What is your maturity level as a Christian?  What is your spiritual IQ?  Are you a spiritual baby, or a spiritual youth, or a spiritual adult?  All of us need to give ourselves by a fresh commitment and by regular exercise to the laws of growth that we might become mature and productive believers.

Some of the favorite words of Jesus and the New Testament writers were “Let us go on.”  “Let us go to the other side.”  What is “the other side” of life for a Christian?  “Let us go on to the next towns.”  Jesus refused to be stopped and localized.  He always followed the road to a larger world.  He had a keen sense of horizons.  So often we are dominated by local situations that have a paralyzing way of saying, “Stay here.”  These words came powerfully to Simon Peter on the Mt. of Transfiguration.  He must have thought, “This is good.  We like it here.  Here we have a sure thing.  Why leave?  Why take any risks?  Let’s build a tent for each of us and stay here.”  Two of the simplest, but profoundest words in all of poetry were written by a woman named Josephine Peabody in her poem, “The House and the Road”:  “The Little Road says Go.  The Little House says Stay.”  Every Christian must say, “Let us go on to maturity” (Hebrews 6:1).  By His grace, we must overcome the deadly danger of spiritual inertia and cooperatively keep ourselves in motion, “growing in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  To Him be glory both now and forever.  AMEN.”
AN ADDENDUM OF SELECTED QUOTES

Someone humorously said, “If at first you don’t succeed, you’re running about average.” But what is “average”?  Is it the best of the worst, or the worst of the best?  Growth toward maturity requires persistence that takes us beyond mere “average.”  

Many people don’t progress because they have taken the wrong route, the one ending in “Me.”

One pastor said, “Much ‘church growth’ is only the addition or multiplication of more spiritual babies.  Many churches are simply orphanages for feeding and housing babies.”  A member of a typical church may be “excited” and “happy” at a very superficial and immature level, like an excited, happy child who has no idea whatsoever about the demands, activities or burdens of maturity.
Salvation is not merely a great possession which God has once-for-all committed to us.  It is also a great process and procedure to which we must devotedly and aggressively commit ourselves.  

There is a difference between being a saint and being saintly.  One is a matter of position, the other a matter of process and progress.

Every Christian wants to be somebody for God, but few Christians are willing to pay the necessary price to grow into the “somebody” they are supposed to be.  

A Christian is one who is responding to all the meanings he finds in Christ.  This presumes that he is: (1) ‘In Christ’; (2) Exploring the territory, and alert to all the riches that are there; and (3) ‘Responding’ to what he is finding there with appreciation, appropriation and application.  Those “meanings you find in Christ” will unfold as you find them and respond to them, but only as you find them and respond to them.  Those meanings will become meaningless unless you find them and respond to them.  If conversion is the first law of the spiritual life, then cultivation is the second law.
It may be said of you as a Christian, “Though your beginning was small, your latter days will be very great” (Job 8:7).   Christian, there waits in your future a far greater and more productive believer than you have thus far been.  You are capable of becoming far more than you dream.  You are capable of having an incredible impact on the whole wide world for Christ’s sake.  However, you still are not to focus on your possibilities, but on the Person of Christ.  
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