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Moving Through Childhood
Now that I’m a grandfather (I know, I know… I’m way
too young to be a grandfather; thank you for noticing)… 
Now that I’m a grandfather, one of the things that I’m really
looking forward to is cuddling up with the new generation
and reading children’s books again.
I love reading children’s books. I have many fond
memories of reading to our own kids, especially books that
let me make up silly voices or exaggerated accents for some
of the characters. (You can ask any of my kids about the
disaster of reading Red Sails to Capri when the author kept
introducing new characters of different nationalities and I
kind of fell apart trying to keep all the accents straight!)
Whether it’s The Chronicles of Narnia, or some classic
Dr. Seuss, or just the simple learn-to-read BOB Books (yeah,
I see that some of you enjoy those, too! “Mat sat. Sam sat.
Sam had a cat.” ) I like the simplicity of the childhood
stories, the play on sounds and rhymes, the wide-eyed
wonder of discovery, the opportunity to learn and grow.
Actually, I’m looking forward to sharing all of the
childhood adventures with grandkids. Building crazy things
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out of Lego. Playing hide-and-seek. Baking cookies and
watching movies that I’ve already seen a dozen times with
my own kids, but now can discover all over again.
Introducing them to their first rollercoaster (because,
believe me, I need a big do-over on that one!).
Because, let’s face it: childhood is fun. At least, while it
lasts. And though it’s really fun to revisit it with our own kids
or grandkids for an afternoon of playful escape, I’m also glad
that I’m not stuck in childhood. I’m glad childhood is a
journey that leads to bigger and greater things.
If I had stopped growing in 6th grade, I could have gone
on enjoying riding bikes over makeshift ramps with my
friends forever. My comic book collection would have just
gone on growing and growing. I would still be fascinated by
Matchbook Cars and magic tricks.
But I wouldn’t have gone on in school to learn to
appreciate the complexities of ancient myth, or the beauty of
an impressionist’s painting, or the fascination of history and
biography. I wouldn’t have experienced the freedom of
driving a car, or having a job that provides resources with
which to experience the world. I wouldn’t have traveled to
Australia, or Ireland, or Greece, or Israel.
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I wouldn’t have experienced the joys and challenges of
marriage, or the eye-opening and extremely humbling task
of parenting.
Without a doubt, childhood is fun. It’s something to be
savored. But it’s something to grow through and beyond to
even greater adventures and discoveries.
And it’s this mindset that motivates the writer of the
New Testament letter to the Hebrews as we reach the end of
chapter 5 and the beginning of chapter 6.

An Authentic Tone
Remember that the original recipients of this letter
were Jews in the 1st century who had discovered that Jesus is
their promised Messiah, the fulfillment of dozens and dozens
of uncannily specific prophecies going back hundreds of
years. Embracing Jesus as Messiah naturally led to a radical
change in their worldview and their culture.
But they were having second thoughts. Hey, it’s tough
being a Jew in the Roman world. But it’s even tougher being
a Christian in a Jewish province in the Roman world! They
were become ostracized and abused, and the letter to the
Hebrews acknowledges the suffering they’d already
experienced.
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So they were contemplating going backward. Trying to
“fit in” with a hostile world. Maybe embrace the Old
Covenant once more, and return to that system of endless
sacrifices and all those rules. This letter to the Hebrews
seeks to remind them that there’s no going back. Once
you’ve learned the truth, you can’t really “unlearn” the truth.
Once you realize that Jesus is the final sacrifice for the sins of
the world once and for all, you can’t go back to a system of
sacrifices that don’t work and no longer have meaning.
To the author of Hebrews, the answer is obvious: don’t
go backward; go forward.






Jesus is greater than the prophets because he doesn’t
just bring a message from God; he is the message. He is
God.
Jesus is greater than the angels, because they are
merely servants of God and man, but Jesus is the Son of
God and King of all kings.
Jesus is greater than Moses, because Moses only led the
people out of national slavery and then they died at the
threshold of the Promised Land because of their
unbelief. But Jesus leads us out of slavery to sin and
death and ushers us into heaven and glory forever.

Page 4 of 21

The answer is obvious. Don’t go backward; go forward.
Embrace the greatness of Christ and cultivate your faith in
him. It’s the only thing that makes sense.
And, as the author of Hebrews explains this, it’s pretty
clear that he was feeling a growing sense of frustration with
his audience. Why didn’t they understand all this? It’s so
obvious; why would they consider anything else?
In his frustration, the author of Hebrews concludes
chapter 5 and begins chapter 6 by talking about the lack of
spiritual growth and maturity. His words ring with
frustration. It’s not that he is scolding his audience… not
exactly. He’s not shaming them for their doubts. But he’s
beyond being merely concerned, too. There’s a tension in his
tone.
And in sharing the words of this New Testament letter, I
feel responsible to you for conveying not only the content of
the Bible but also the tone and motivation that’s at work. So
please indulge me as we look at the actual passage. I want to
convey the frustration of the author for his audience, but I
don’t want that to be misunderstood as my frustration with
us as the audience today. If there’s any sense of regret or
conviction provoked by the scripture here, let that be the
Holy Spirit at work in our hearts and minds, not some
agenda or personal frustrations of my own. 
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So let me just read the entire passage and then we’ll
break it down a bit. And I’ll try to share not just the content
but the attitude of the letter as well.
There is much more we would like to say about this,
but it is difficult to explain, especially since you are
spiritually dull and don’t seem to listen. (Hebrews
5:11 NLT)

You have been believers so long now that you ought
to be teaching others. Instead, you need someone
to teach you again the basic things about God’s
word. (Hebrews 5:12 NLT)
You are like babies who need milk and cannot eat
solid food. For someone who lives on milk is still an
infant and doesn’t know how to do what is right.
(Hebrews 5:12-13 NLT)

Solid food is for those who are mature, who
through training have the skill to recognize the
difference between right and wrong. (Hebrews 5:14 NLT)
So let us stop going over the basic teachings about
Christ again and again. Let us go on instead and
become mature in our understanding. (Hebrews 6:1 NLT)
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Surely we don’t need to start again with the
fundamental importance of repenting from evil
deeds and placing our faith in God. (Hebrews 6:1 NLT)
You don’t need further instruction about baptisms,
the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead,
and eternal judgment. (Hebrews 6:2 NLT)
And so, God willing, we will move forward to
further understanding. (Hebrews 6:3 NLT)

The Symptoms of Spiritual Stagnation
Just as all living things grow, all of us who are alive in
Christ are growing. That’s how life works.
Jesus said that having a relationship with God and
experiencing forgiveness from our sins means starting a new
life, right?
Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, unless you are born
again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.” (John
3:3 NLT)

Being “born again” means starting over. Learning a new
way of life. A new perspective. New behaviors. New ways of
thinking and feeling and responding. There is a “new
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childhood” for all of us, and we should embrace that
innocence and simplicity with delight.
Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, unless you turn from
your sins and become like little children, you will
never get into the Kingdom of Heaven. (Matthew
18:3 NLT)

And, of course, childhood is fun. It’s full of discoveries
and new wonders. There’s a part of us that wants to remain
a child forever… and, in fact, it’s psychologically healthy for
us to remain in touch with that “child’s heart” inside of us
even as we grow. We don’t want to forget how to play. We
don’t want to get so tangled up in the complexities of the
world that we can’t see things from the simple, pure, honest
perspective of a child.
However, we don’t remain a child. Ideally, we hold onto
the innocence and wonder of a child’s perspective, but we
grow up. And, in Christ, we should be growing through that
“spiritual childhood” toward spiritual maturity. It’s natural.
Living things grow.
As Peter once wrote…
You must grow in the grace and knowledge of our
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. (2 Peter 3:18 NLT)
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But what if we’re not? What if we’re stagnant? Or, worse
still, what if we’re like the original audience of this letter and
starting to drift backwards? What if we try to “ungrow?”
This scripture treats “ungrowth” as unnatural. It’s like a
kind of sickness with specific symptoms:





unable to hear truth
inability to teach others
diet of “milk” only
can’t discern good from evil

Of course, when you’re just starting out in your journey
of faith in Christ, then it’s really important to start with the
basics. There’s a whole new way of life waiting. Old habits to
be broken. Old hurts to be healed. Old lies to be replaced
with truth.
When someone reaches a point in their life’s journey
where they discover that trying to manage their own
experiences and destiny just doesn’t work — when they feel
the weight of their moral failings, when they fear the
judgment of Almighty God, when they seek the forgiveness
of their Creator, when they embrace the truth of Christ’s
death & resurrection, when they pledge themselves to a new
life of following God’s leading — they don’t immediately
begin pondering the potential implications of C.H. Dodd’s
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theory of realized eschatology or the flaws of Bernhard
Duhm’s classification of Proto-, Deutero, and TritoIsaiah.
Someone who has just been reborn feasts on “milk,” if
you will… and that’s appropriate.
Like newborn babies, you must crave pure spiritual
milk so that you will grow into a full experience of
salvation. Cry out for this nourishment… (1 Peter 2:2 NLT)
So someone who has just been reborn is discovering the
character of Christ, his divine nature, the purpose of the
incarnation and crucifixion and resurrection. They’re
learning all about divine love and forgiveness and grace.
They begin to experience the righteousness of Christ within
them and the leading of God’s Spirit to make choices that
reflect their new holiness.
These are the foundations of our faith… and it’s
essential that we always hold on to the joys and truth of our
new life in Christ. We need to continually be reminded of the
“spiritual milk,” if you will; it’s why Jesus gave us ceremonies
like communion, for example, so that part of our worship as a
community involves revisiting and remembering the
sacrifice of Christ on our behalf as the very basis of our
freedom from sin and judgment.
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Growing Up
Yet as we continue in our new life in Christ, we grow up.
Living things grow. We don’t abandon the nourishment of
the essentials of our faith, but we expand our diet (if you
will). We add “solid food.” And, as the years go by, our tastes
and appetites become more and more sophisticated.
It’s this growth and maturity that allows us to become
effective in God’s kingdom.
Think about it this way: When a baby is born, he or she
enters the world with lots and lots of needs — to be fed, to
be protected, to be nurtured, to be cleaned, to be clothed.
The baby is very dependent upon the people in his or her life
for basic care.
But as the child grows, it becomes more and more
independent. He or she learns how to care for those basic
needs, and begins to discover more about how the world
works. They interact in the context of relationships. Before
long, they begin giving back. They draw a picture for their
parents simply because they know it’ll put a smile on Dad &
Mom’s faces. They share a toy because it’s the right thing to
do.
At some point, they are challenged to ponder their role
in society. What education and profession will they pursue?
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What do they want to do with their lives? How will they
make a difference? The goal is to focus their maturing and
growth. Soon they will be the caregivers, perhaps with a
baby of their own as the cycle starts all over again.
The same thing is true of our spiritual growth. As we
spend time with Christ, we move from being “takers” to
being “givers.” Instead of constantly taking and taking what
we need to heal and change and grow, we become the people
who are constantly giving and giving so that others heal and
change and grow.
You have been believers so long now that you ought
to be teaching others. (Hebrews 5:12 NLT)
Which, when you think about it, is at the very essence of
our purpose as a church family, right? Here at Hope, we
know that Jesus summarized God’s expectations of us in very
simple terms:
You must love the LORD your God with all your
heart, all your soul, and all your mind…. [And] Love
your neighbor as yourself. (Matthew 22:37,39)
So we’re a setting where people learn to love God and
love others. Jesus also said,
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Go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing
them… teaching them to obey all [Christ’s]
commands… (Matthew 28:19–20 NLT)
We’re disciples (followers) of Christ who help other
people become followers of Christ so that we all love God
and love others.
Or, as our purpose statement puts it:
Hope Christian Fellowship exists to help people...
• KNOW God intimately,
• GROW in relationship with him and others, and
• GO share God's life-changing love with the world.
We begin our new life in Christ, we grow in that new life
and faith, and then — out of our increasing maturity — we
help others experience that new life as well.
That means we need to commit ourselves to growing
and maturing. Living things grow. It’s natural. We don’t go
backward, and we don’t stagnate; we constantly move
forward.
So we embrace righteousness — not as a means of
earning God’s approval, because part of our spiritual “milk”
involves learning that God already approves of us, that we
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have been forgiven forever. But we embrace righteousness
because it’s who we are now. We don’t look to some external
list of rules to govern our morality (the way the ancient
Hebrews did with the Law), because God himself lives in us
and guides us day by day. Christ is the living Word, the
message of God, the truth and the life that steers our choices.
As James puts it:
So get rid of all the filth and evil in your lives, and
humbly accept the word God has planted in your
hearts, for it has the power to save your souls. (James
1:21 NLT)

As we grow up in Christ, we know this. We live this. Our
souls — our ways of thinking and feeling and choosing —
embraces the truth of God in our lives, and that truth
replaces sin with purity.
As we grow up in Christ, we become committed to
trusting God, to living righteously, to always studying and
learning, to understanding the depths and wonders of God
and his perspective of the world around us, to patiently
accepting hardships because we know their value in our
growth, to reflecting God’s love to our friends and family…
and ultimately to loving even the most hurtful, seemingly
“unlovable” people in our lives.
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Make every effort to respond to God’s promises.
Supplement your faith with a generous provision of
moral excellence, and moral excellence with
knowledge, (2 Peter 1:5 NLT)
and knowledge with self-control, and self-control
with patient endurance, and patient endurance
with godliness, and godliness with brotherly
affection, and brotherly affection with love for
everyone. (2 Peter 1:6-7 NLT)
The more you grow like this, the more productive
and useful you will be in your knowledge of our
Lord Jesus Christ. (2 Peter 1:8 NLT)

Press On to Perfection
Now, I realize that it’s something of a cliché for me to
stand up here as a pastor and preach a message that
essentially says “Jesus is awesome” and “you ought to grow
in your faith.” On the one hand, that seems so very
elementary — so basic, such “milk,” to borrow the phrase
from Hebrews.
But you probably don’t need me to tell you that Jesus is
greater than anything else which you might base your life
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upon, and that God is eager for you to grow in your
relationship with him and with others every day. After all,
Jesus is the source of life — of your life, if you’ve begun a
journey with him by faith. And since he is your life, living
things grow. It’s the way it’s supposed to work.
The real challenge is how — How do we grow in our
faith? In our knowledge? In our moral excellence, and our
self-control, and our patient endurance, and our love for
everyone? What steps do we take? What book can we read?
What Bible Study should we attend? Just give us a checklist
so we can grow.
Honestly, I’m not so sure it’s that simple. How would
you tell a child to grow up? Yes, there are some big
endeavors that are part of the process — going to school, for
example. Or learning teamwork and sportsmanship by
playing soccer or something. Figuring out how finances work
and starting a bank account. Getting a driver’s license.
Getting a job. Taking on more responsibility for
independence.
But what steps does a child take today to grow up?
What’s today’s checklist? What book should he read in order
to be more mature? What class should she take so that she’s
more grown up?
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The truth is that the process looks a little different for
each of us. We may share some common milestones in the
journey, but the day-to-day specifics are unique.
The same thing seems to be true with spiritual maturity.
There are some big milestones, of course. It’s important to
learn about the Bible, it’s significance and authority,
something about its origin and organization. (By the way, I’ll
be offering an introductory class on the Bible and how to
study it in the new year, for those who are eager to dive a
little deeper.) At some point, early in our spiritual journey,
we need to discover how to pray, how to worship, how to
study, how to fellowship, how to serve God by serving
others, how to give generously of our time and resources,
how to share the story of our faith with others. Those are
essential milestones.
But today? I think it begins not so much with what we
do but with the way we think. There’s an attitude that has to
be in place before real spiritual growth can happen. We have
to want to grow. We have to be dissatisfied with the status
quo. We have to want growth so eagerly that we’re willing to
take the initiative in our pursuit of a deeper relationship
with God.
There are lots of things that can fill our time and
attention — our jobs, our families, our hobbies. There’s an
endless supply of entertainment and distractions at our
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fingertips. But all of it — even the most noble of our dreams
and ambitions — pales in comparison with a driving hunger
to grow in our faith and our effectiveness for God’s kingdom.
Paul put it this way in his letter to the Philippians — a
favorite passage of our here at Hope:
I once thought [all my pursuits in life] were valuable,
but now I consider them worthless because of what
Christ has done. Yes, everything else is worthless
when compared with the infinite value of knowing
Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have discarded
everything else, counting it all as garbage, so that I
could gain Christ and become one with him. I no
longer count on my own righteousness through
obeying the law; rather, I become righteous through
faith in Christ. For God’s way of making us right with
himself depends on faith.
I want to know Christ and experience the mighty
power that raised him from the dead. I want to suffer
with him, sharing in his death, so that one way or
another I will experience the resurrection from the
dead!
I don’t mean to say that I have already achieved these
things or that I have already reached perfection. But I
press on to possess that perfection for which Christ
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Jesus first possessed me. No, dear brothers and
sisters, I have not achieved it, but I focus on this one
thing: Forgetting the past and looking forward to
what lies ahead, I press on to reach the end of the
race and receive the heavenly prize for which God,
through Christ Jesus, is calling us. Let all who are
spiritually mature agree on these things. (Philippians 3:7–
15 NLT)

Everything else is garbage. All other pursuits are
meaningless in comparison to knowing Christ and
experiencing his life in a deeper way each day. “I press on to
perfection.” Literally, “I’m invested in being complete, lacking
nothing” — fully experiencing the abundant life God has for
me, chasing after understanding, living out the very life of
Christ at work in me.
I press on to possess that perfection for which
Christ Jesus first possessed me. (Philippians 3:12 NLT)
He owns me fully. I want to fully experience him.
And when it comes to the kind of spiritual growth and
maturity that the letter to the Hebrews is talking about, I
think that attitude and motivation is far more important
than a checklist of tasks we have to complete in order to
grow. I’m pretty convinced that God will bring the
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experiences and opportunities we need for growth; we
simply have to embrace each new day as an opportunity to
chase after him with an unquenchable passion.
So let us stop going over the basic teachings about
Christ again and again. (Hebrews 6:1 NLT)
Well, that’s not going to happen entirely for us. Here at
Hope, we recognize that any given week may be that
opportunity for someone to begin their journey with Christ
and discover his love and grace. We’ll always hold tight to
the foundations of our faith, and we’ll keep those essential
truths in front of us.
But we don’t stop there. We can’t stop there. We can’t
be satisfied with what we already know, because there are
so many wonders and truths that await us.
So let us stop going over the basic teachings about
Christ again and again. Let us go on instead and
become mature in our understanding. (Hebrews 6:1 NLT)
And so, God willing, we will move forward to
further understanding. (Hebrews 6:3 NLT)
(Which, by the way, is this letter’s introduction to the
next topic — one of the most severe and provocative
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warnings in the entire Bible, a subject so significant that
entire factions of Christianity have become fiercely divided
over it. But that’s just a teaser for our next time together in
Hebrews… )
For now… Let’s do what living things do. Let’s grow.
And let’s pray… 

PRAYER • SONG: Like Incense/Sometimes by Step
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