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Spiritual Maturity and Progressive Sanctification 
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One thing distinguishes a child from an adult: growth. A child grows into an adult. This 

takes many years and God uses the means of nurture in the home. This is also true of spiritual 

growth. Just as we grow physically because we have physical life, so we grow spiritually 

because we are spiritually alive. Our life began when we were regenerated. At that point, we 

began to live and we began to grow. The goal of spiritual growth is that we become like Christ 

Jesus. Paul writes, “[That we] may grow up into him in all things, which is the head, even 

Christ” (Eph. 4:15, emphasis added). We have been predestinated in order “to be conformed 

to the image of [God’s] Son” (Rom. 8:29). We must “desire the sincere milk of the word, that 

[we] may grow thereby” (1 Pet. 2:2), and we are called to “grow in grace, and in the knowledge 

of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 3:18). 

The theological name for spiritual growth is sanctification. Sanctification is God’s work 

of making us holy. Sanctification is progressive, which means that we make progress in 

sanctification. We become more and more holy, as we grow spiritually. That is the essence of 

growth. Physical growth is to become larger, taller, and heavier. Spiritual growth is to become 

more and more holy, more and more conformed to the image of Jesus Christ, and more and 

more separated from sin. The Belgic Confession talks about “[being made] a new man, causing 

[us] to live a new life” (Art. 24). As we grow, we make progress in the Christian life. We should 

not expect to regress, to go backward, or even to stagnate—to remain unchanged—although 

that can happen if we walk in sin. We should expect, and we should strive, to grow and make 

progress.  

Scripture and our Reformed confessions teach this truth. In 2 Corinthians 3:18 we read, 

“We all…are changed into the same image from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the 

Lord.” The words translated “are changed” are literally, “We are being metamorphosed.” 

Metamorphosis is familiar to us. It’s how a caterpillar changes into a butterfly. We 

metamorphose from glory to glory, from one degree of glory to another degree of glory. The 

glory into which we are transformed is the image of Jesus Christ. He is glorious. God’s work 

of sanctification is to make us like him, which is to make us holy. As we behold him as in a 

glass (that is, in the holy scriptures, and especially as he is preached), we become like him. The 

verb in the Greek is in the present tense: we are being changed or metamorphosed. We undergo 

a process of change. In Romans 12:2 the same Greek verb appears, also in the present tense: 

“Be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind” 

(emphasis added). This transformation, which occurs by the renewing of our mind, is the 

progressive work of God’s Spirit.  

In 2 Peter 3:18 we are urged to “grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and 

Saviour Jesus Christ.” Perhaps you have learned that grace is “God’s unmerited favor.” While 

that is true, a more complete definition is given by Professor Gritters in a recent sermon on 1 

Corinthians 15:10 (“Grace’s Explanation of the Christian”): “Grace is God’s wonderful power 

and favor that is bestowed upon unworthy sinners to make them beautiful with the beauty of 

God’s own Son.” We cannot grow in God’s unmerited favor because that is unchangeable. God 

does not favor us more one day than another day. But we can grow, and we do grow, in the 

beauty of God’s own Son. We grow in grace when God works increasingly by his grace in us. 

The result is that we become more and more conformed to the image of Jesus Christ and we 

live more and more out of God’s grace. Our confessions also use the language of “more and 

more,” which is the language of growth. Look up “more and more” in the Heidelberg 

Catechism Q&A 76, Q&A 81, Q&A 89–90, Q&A 115, and Q&A 123. You find similar 

language in Canons 5:2, 7, and 13.  
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We grow physically as we eat, play, and work. Similarly, we grow spiritually as we 

desire the word, as we listen to the preaching, and as we use the sacraments, so that we work 

out our salvation (Phil. 2:12–13) and we “cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and 

spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). This growth never occurs 

independently of Jesus Christ and his Spirit, but we grow as he works in us by his Spirit. The 

fruit of this spiritual growth is good works. We are not sanctified by our works, but as we are 

sanctified by the grace of the Holy Spirit, we bring forth good works. 

Growth occurs in the right atmosphere, while growth is hindered when circumstances 

are unfavorable. That is true with physical growth. A child’s development is severely hindered 

if he is malnourished or deprived of love. The same is true spiritually. When we are growing, 

we also lay aside “every weight,” as well as “the sin which doth so easily beset us” (Heb. 12:1), 

including a “root of bitterness” (v. 15), “all malice, and all guile, and hypocrisies, and envies, 

and all evil speakings” (1 Pet. 2:1). What kind of influences in your life—people, hobbies, 

forms of entertainment—hinder your spiritual growth? What kind of habits—prayer, reading, 

worship, and fellowship—promote your spiritual growth? And of course, we never reach 

perfection because our sinful flesh (the old man of sin) hinders us. He—the old man—is never 

sanctified: he does not grow in grace, but we do.  

Growth is a mystery. Can you understand how you grow physically, gaining height, 

weight, and strength? Similarly, who can understand that mysterious wonder of grace by which 

we grow spiritually in holiness? Your elders might ask at family visitation: “Have you grown 

in grace this past year? Are you more sensitive to, and more sorry for, your sins than you were 

last year? Have you increased in your appreciation for God’s grace? Do you love your heavenly 

Father, your Lord Jesus Christ, and your neighbor more than before? Do you express that love 

by honoring your parents, loving your siblings, respecting your teachers, studying the 

scriptures, and by prayer, participation in public worship, and by keeping God’s 

commandments?” The answers should be “Yes.” Although you have only a small beginning, 

you “earnestly desire to have [your] faith more and more strengthened, and [your life] more 

holy” (Heidelberg Catechism, A 81). You are growing! Do not expect instantaneous change, 

for growth takes a lifetime. But give humble thanks to God: he is causing you to grow, and he 

will continue to work such growth in you until he takes you to glory (Phil. 1:6). What a wonder 

of grace! 
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