
HABITS FOR SPIRITUAL GROWTH
INTRODUCTION

Most people can remember bad habits they had when they were growing up. I recall developing the habit of nail biting. In an effort to cure this bad habit my dad painted stuff on my finger nails that tasted really, really bad. Do you think it helped? No, it just meant that when I practised my nail biting habit I did it with a bad taste. The only thing that helped me kick the habit was a girl friend! I replaced the bad habit with a new one - nail manicure. There is incredible power in a bad habit! 

Habits are formed through conditioning. Behaviour is learnt through a process of reinforcement. Reinforcement is associated with pleasure, comfort, rewards, or an end to discomfort. There are two types of reinforcement: positive reinforcement occurs when a reward or pleasant event follows an action; and negative reinforcement also increases responding, but it does so by ending discomfort.

What kind of things can you do to grow closer to an earthly friend? 

If your goal is to develop a friendship with Jesus, what can you do to grow closer to him?

Psalm 1:1-2 in the Living Bible says: “Oh, the joys of those who do not follow evil men’s advice, who do not hang around with sinners, scoffing at the things of God. But they delight in doing everything God wants them to, and day and night are always meditating on his laws and thinking about ways to follow him more closely”. What advice is there here for developing your relationship with God?

Christians must develop habits to grow spiritually, because: 

* Spiritual Growth is not Instantaneous! God is at work in us by his Spirit. He is a gardener (John 15:1-9; 2 Peter 1:4-8). Spiritual growth occurs as our relationship with God develops - it happened in the context of a friendship with creator and creature. It takes time to develop a relationship.

* Spiritual Growth is not Spontaneous! We grow as we gain more knowledge about God through the Bible; from other Christians; in books; our experiences and the world around us; and as we apply that knowledge to our lives. Spiritual growth is a process that includes growing in knowledge and holiness

* Spiritual Growth is not Pious! We grow as we grow in holiness - as we become like Jesus in everything we think, say and do (Psalm 1:1-2; 119:97-105; Ephesians 5:1-2). Spiritual growth shows in the way we live our lives (Galatians 5:22-23).

During this course you are going to explore Habits for Spiritual Growth. With each habit for spiritual growth you will learn tools to help your actions become habits.

How do we develop habits? Through a process: Desire --> Action --> Habit. We desire to grow spiritually; take action to implement the desire; and develop a habit by repeating the action for 21 days. 

Challenge: Watch your thoughts, for they become your words; watch your words, for they become your actions; watch your actions, for they become your habits; watch your habits; for they become your character; watch your character, for they become your destiny!


HABIT #1: HAVE DAILY DEVOTIONS

The first habit for spiritual growth is to have a daily time and place to meet with God. During this time you read what God has written and you talk to God.

Tools: Learning to Communicate with God
To read God’s word following this three-step plan: 

1. Meet a person – don’t just read a book;

2. Make a connection - with something you are facing in your life

3. Write it down - record the passage you read; what it means to you and your prayer requests.

To talk to God write a letter to Him, with the following headings: 

1. Dear, Lord, I love you ...

2. Thank you for ...

3. Lord I am sorry for ...

4. Please help me ...

5. I promise to ...

Now take the letter you have written and say it out loud to God. This is prayer!

Here are some further ideas for developing your skills in prayer: 

1. Think of descriptive words about God and pray: “God you are...” 

2. Think of ways you saw God at work yesterday and pray: “God I saw you at work in...” 

3. Think of things you’ve done that God did not enjoy and pray: “God I am sorry that I...” 

4. Think of five good things about your life and pray: “God I thank you for...”

You will want to meet with God each morning if you realise that (1) God wants to meet with you! He enjoys your company! (2) God wants to equip and empower you to handle the day! (3) God want you to ask him for his help through the day!

You need to commit to have daily devotions for the next month. Make a commitment to spend at least 20 minutes each morning in devotions. You should ask someone to keep you accountable.

HABIT #2: ATTEND CHURCH SERVICES

The second habit for spiritual growth is to attend church services. Believers are not meant to be lone rangers. As members of the body of Christ each one is a different part of the body, together we function as a whole. When one believer is not attending church, the body is not complete. Hebrews 10:23-25 talks about not giving up meeting together because we need to encourage one another.

Tools: Learning to Worship with Others
As a believer you should aim to attend a church service each week. It is also important to identify and start to use your spiritual gift in the body.

How often should I attend church? Don’t just go to church! Get involved in church! You should be:

1. Involved enough to live consistently with your new identity

2. Involved enough to “love one another as I have loved you”

3. Involved enough to discover and use your spiritual gifts

What happens at church?

1. You worship and pray with other believers

2. You are taught from the Bible

3. You fellowship with other believers

4. You use spiritual gifts

5. You minister to one another

6. You share with those in need

Complete the spiritual gifts worksheet to get an idea of what your spiritual gift may be.

Making commitments will help you turn desire into habit:

1. The service I plan to attend each week is... 

2. The spiritual gift or gifts that I will use are...

HABIT #3: BIBLE MEMORY AND STUDY

The third habit for spiritual growth is memorising and studying the Bible. The analogies used in the Bible show that God’s Word is directly connected to spiritual growth. It is like milk for newborn babies (1 Peter 2:2); solid food for adults (Hebrews 5:13,14); water for a tree (Psalm 1:2,3); foundations for a house (Matthew 7:24-27) and freedom for a slave (John 8:31,32). Psalm 119:11 says that if you hide God’s Word in your hearts you won’t sin against Him. Jesus was able to defeat the Devil because he knew the Bible. He did not have time to look the verse up, but could quote it from memory. A second part of this habit involves studying the Bible in greater depth. 

Tools: Learning to Use God’s Word
To memorise God’s Word start with these ten verses: 

Joshua 1:8-9

Psalm 119:11

Isaiah 40:31

Proverbs 3:5-6

John 3:16

Acts 1:8

Romans 8:28

Philippians 4:13

1 John 1:9

Revelation 3:20

Memorising Scripture is not easy. Here are some guidelines that will help you:

1. Ask God to help you remember it

2. Review the verse regularly

3. Write the verse on a piece of card 

4. Carry it with you all the time

Memorise a verse and say it to someone during the coming week.

To study God’s word select a passage of Scripture, read it twice, and look for a:

1. Promise to take

2. Command to obey

3. Prayer to repeat

4. Sin to avoid

5. Example to follow

6. Blessing to enjoy

7. Condition to meet

8. Verse to memorise 

9. Truth to learn

Choose a passage of Scripture (ie. Psalm 34) and look for the things listed above.


HABIT #4: IDENTIFY A MENTOR

The fourth habit for spiritual growth is to find someone who has been a Christian longer than you have who will be your spiritual mentor. As the relationship develops it should become a context in which you feel free to share your joys and pains, strengths and weaknesses.

Tools: Learning to be Accountable before God

Identify who will be your spiritual mentor. Arrange to meet with this person weekly or bi-monthly. Agree to talk about your spiritual growth and other aspects of your life.

Here are some questions you can use for accountability:

1. How is your relationship with God right now?

2. What have you read in the Bible in the past week?

3. Where do you find yourself resisting him these days?

4. What specific things are you praying for in regard to others?

5. What specific things are you praying for in regard to yourself?

6. What general reading are you doing?

7. What have you done to play?

8. Are you sensing any spiritual attacks from the enemy right now?

9. Are there any unresolved conflicts in your relation​ships?

10. When last did you spend time with a non-Christian?

You actually need to develop a network of mentors in your life:
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Make some definite commitment:

1. My spiritual mentor will be...

2. I will meet with them ...

HABIT #5: TITHE YOUR INCOME

The fifth habit for spiritual growth is to be a responsible manager with the resources that God has given you. Part of your responsibility as Christians is to give a portion of what God has given you back to Him through the local church. These gifts are used to extend the kingdom of God in the area.

Tools: Learning to Give to God
During the next month keep a record of all income that you receive. Add it all up and give a percentage back to God through the local church (10% is a good start). Then look for other opportunities where you can give to people or charities that are needy.

Reflect on this quote: There is a selfish attitude in this generation. I think this generation is primarily concerned with themselves. “What can I get out of this?” “Will it make me any money?” “Will it help me gain more earthly goods?” There is a real ‘me-ism’ that keeps us from darkening the doors of the church? Toby McKeehan of DC Talk.

WE ARE CALLED TO SERVE
We serve God by building a relationship with him; obeying his commands; studying the Bible; praying and worshipping; and using our spiritual gifts. We serve our families by loving, respecting, caring for and remaining faithful to them. We serve other Christians by: sharing and meetings their needs; praying for and encouraging them; and using our gifts to strengthen the church. We serve the world by sharing our faith; living as examples of Christ; and meeting people’s needs as best we can.

Your body is the home of the Holy Spirit God gave you, and he lives within you. Your own body does not belong to you. For God has bought you with a great price. So use every part of your body to give glory back to God because he owns it. 1 Corinthians 6:19-20.

PRINCIPLES OF STEWARDSHIP:
1. God Owns Everything

2. God Gives us All we Need

3. God Uses us as Channels

THE TITHE
1. The Tithe is an Act of Obedience - Malachi 3:8-11

2. The Tithe is an Act of Worship - 2 Corinthians 9:6-9

3. The Tithe is an Act of Faith - Mark 12:41-44

OWNERS vs STEWARDS
We are not Owners, we are Stewards! Owners ask: How much of my money will I give to God? Stewards ask: How much of God’s money will I keep for myself? Owners ask: Will I enjoy this? Can I afford it? Stewards ask: How will this purchase affect my ability to advance God’s purposes? Owners say: My finances and giving are my private business! Stewards ask: I look for wise counsel so I can be faithful with God’s resources!

Make some commitments for this area:

1. During the past month I received the following income...

2. I plan to give the following percentage back to God...

HABIT #6: STRIVE TO OBEY GOD

The sixth habit for spiritual growth is to strive to obey God. Jesus says “If you love Me, you will obey Me” (John 14:23 ). You must do things that make Jesus happy and avoid things that make him unhappy.

Tools: Learning to Please God
Complete these sentences:

1. One thing I think Jesus would like for me to change in my life is ...

2. One part of me I think Jesus would like for me to change is ...

For the next seven days every morning when you get up, surrender that issue to the Lord, praying that He will help you to become obedient to Him. As you live each day you should be asking yourself: What Would Jesus Do in this situation?

Spend some time honestly answering the following questions:

1. Am I having daily time alone with God?

2. Are my thoughts pure and free from lust?

3. Is there anyone against whom I am holding a grudge?

4. Have I been harsh or unkind in the use of my tongue?

5. In what ways have I been tempted to be proud?

6. How have I given to the needy lately?

7. Am I fully submissive to authority?

8. Who is it that I are tempted to jealous of?

9. Is there any believer with whom I am out of harmony?

10. Was there a time when my love for God was hotter?

11. Have I taken anything not belonging to me, large or small?

12. Have I avoided outbursts of anger or rage?

13. What have I been inclined to boast about?

14. Have I avoided obscenity, foolish talk, and course jokes?

15. Is there hate, malice, or ill will in my heart for anyone?

To help you think though situations in advance consider what Jesus would want you to do in the following situations: Hang out with people who treat others badly, hug a stranger who has AIDS, cheat on a test to get a passing grade, help a relative die who has a terminal illness, stay at a party where people are drinking, copy answers from a friend’s homework, keep the money when the cashier gives you too much change, smoke a cigarette, lie to your parents, speed to make it to school on time, maintain sexual purity, spread rumours about someone who hurt you, lie for a friend to an authority figure, be the first to talk to the new person in school, date someone who doesn’t believe in God.


HABIT #7: SHARE YOUR FAITH

The seventh habit for spiritual growth involves talking about your new relationship with Jesus. You need to pray and look for opportunities to talk about the One who loves you.

Tools: Learning to Talk about God

Pray the following prayer: 

“Lord, open the heart of one of my friends so that there is a natural opportunity to talk about You, open the opportunity for me to share and open my mouth.” 
Then make it your desire to bring one friend to heaven with you who does not yet know Jesus. 

Complete the following commitment: 

“Jesus, I will do whatever it takes to bring my friend, _______ , to heaven with me.” 

To put feet to your commitment take these steps: pray daily for your friend, tell your friend about Jesus and bring your friend to an appropriate youth group or church event.

Learn this relational approach to sharing the gospel message:

There’s a relationship...

... you’re supposed to have with God ‑ Col 1:16

... you don’t have because of sin ‑ Isa 59:2; Rom 6:23

... you can have through Jesus ‑ 1 Pet 3:18; Eph 2:9

... you must choose to have ‑ John 3:16

... you can have for life - 1 John 5:13

Reflect on the Lifesaving Station parable:

On a dangerous seacoast where shipwrecks often occur, there was once a crude little lifesaving station. The building was just a hut, and there was only one boat. But the few, devoted members kept a constant watch over the sea, and with no thought for their own safety, went out day and night tirelessly searching for the lost.

Some of the people who were saved, and various others in the surrounding community, wanted to become associated with the lifesaving station and to give of their time and money for the support of its work. New boats were bought and new crews were trained. The little lifesaving station grew. 

Some of the members of the life-saving station were unhappy that the building was so small and so poorly equipped. They felt that a more comfortable place should be provided for those who were being saved from the sea. They replaced the emergency cots with beds and put better furniture in the enlarged building. Now the lifesaving station became a popular gathering place for its members, and they decorated it beautifully and furnished it exquisitely. It became sort of a club. 

Fewer members were now interested in going to sea on lifesaving missions so they hired professional lifeboat crews who were specially trained to save lives. The lifesaving motif still prevailed, and a ceremonial lifeboat was placed in the room in honor of all those people who had been saved in the past.

About that time, a large ship was wrecked off the coast, and the hired crews brought in boatloads of cold, wet and half-drowned people. They were dirty and sick and some of them were from a foreign country and couldn't speak their language. The beautiful new club was in chaos. So the property committee of the lifesaving station called an emergency meeting and decided to build a shower house outside the club where victims of shipwrecks could be cleaned up and properly instructed regarding the rules of the lifesaving station. 

At the next meeting, there was a split in the club's membership. Most of the members wanted to stop the club's lifesaving activities because they were unpleasant and a hindrance to the normal social life of the club. Other members, however, insisted that lifesaving was the primary purpose of the club. They pointed out that they were still called a "lifesaving station." But they were finally voted down and told that if they wanted to save lives, then they could start their own lifesaving station down the coast. They did.

As the years went by, the new lifesaving station experienced the same changes that had occurred with the old. It evolved into a club, and yet another life-saving station was founded. History continued to repeat itself, and if you visit the sea coast today, you will find a number of exclusive clubs along that shore.

Shipwrecks are frequent in those waters, but most of the people drown.  

Jesus established his church to be a life-saving station. His final instructions to the church are found in Matthew 28:19-20" "Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you..." Our job is to go out into the world and rescue the perishing. It's not just the job of a few professional life-savers. It's our job, too.

Edited from More Hot Illustrations for Youth Talks by Wayne Rice. 
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