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Lesson 10 “Developing Godliness”

Psalms 15, 63, 97, 112, 141; Proverbs 9, 16, 24


In our study this year we have four lessons that are longer than usual – lessons 7 about a repentant heart; lesson 10 about godliness; lesson 11 about good and evil; and lesson 27 about prayer.  Not only are these deep subjects, but the lessons are longer because of the number of Scriptures in those lessons.  This is one of those longer lessons with three chapters in Proverbs and five Psalms focusing on the theme of developing godliness.  


Prophecy made the Messiah expected, but Israel’s expectation was that he would be a conqueror on a white horse.  Jesus, however, came in the mystery of a tiny baby.  At this time of year we celebrate that good news that the Messiah, baby Jesus, has been born. 

1 Timothy 3:16 says, "Great is the mystery of godliness." (Or said another way, "God-like-ness.")  God became visible in human form. The Word became flesh. Undiminished deity took on perfect humanity.  In John 14:9 Jesus said, “He who has seen me has seen the Father.”   


We had holiness and godliness demonstrated to us by His example.  And what’s more, 2 Peter 1:3 says, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by His own glory and goodness.”  So Jesus was not only our example of godliness, but He gave us His divine power so we also could live godly lives.  


For the sake of understanding today / tonight, let’s use these definitions about holiness and godliness:  

·  Pursuing holiness deals mostly with putting off of the old self as Christ takes the throne of your life;

·  Developing godliness focuses on putting on the new self as God begins to grow your Christian character.

One thing is certain: Nothing whatever pertaining to godliness or holiness can be accomplished without the grace of God.


We all began to feel the year accelerate as we turned the calendar to November . . . so much to do to prepare for the holidays, added to our already busy schedules.  Time is that precious commodity we value.  Yet, here we are this week asking you to take time to truly consider the subject of godliness.  I guess we need to remember that God doesn’t speed up to catch us; we must slow down to walk with Him.  He doesn’t yell, He whispers.  It’s a discipline to develop godliness.  So what then exactly does it mean to be godly?


To begin with, we must realize that it isn’t some optional spiritual luxury, but rather both the privilege and duty of every Christian to train himself to be godly.  We do that by enjoying a relationship with God, being devoted to God and having an attitude toward God that results in actions that are pleasing to God. 


The godly person is one whose heart is sensitive to toward God, one who takes God seriously.  This evidences itself in one very obvious mannerism: the godly individual hungers and thirsts after God, after righteousness.  In the words of Psalm 42:1-2, the godly person has a soul that “pants” for the living God.  Godly people possess an attitude of willing submission to God’s will and ways.


Godliness, as I said, is god-likeness.  More specifically it is Christ-likeness. We are “godly” when we allow God to reproduce the character of His Son in us through the Holy Spirit.


The lines of definition blur, however, when we try to trace them in our own life.  How consistently must we display Christ’s character in order to say, “I’m godly?”  Does one slip of the tongue disqualify us?  Remember, Godliness is not perfection.  Just flip through the lives of the saints and you’ll find sinful smudges.  David stole a man’s wife and had to kill to cover his sin, yet he was still considered a man after God’s own heart.  Why?  When godly people make mistakes, they own up to them.  They don’t spend a lifetime hiding them, blaming others, or pretending they never failed.  Perfection is Christ’s domain, authenticity is ours.


According to Scripture godliness is achievable.  Paul doesn’t mock us when he writes in Ephesians 5:1 “be imitators of God.”  While godliness is attainable, it is not automatic.  Paul also writes in 

1 Timothy 4:7 “discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness.”


So how do we get a handle on godliness?  Sometimes simple definitions help.  Here are some for godliness:


First, Godliness is living one’s life with Christ in focus.  Most of us have seen the jewelry or stickers in Christian retailers that have the initials WWJD – What would Jesus do?  That’s a good question to ask.


In Psalm 63 of our lesson today David was seeking God, “My soul thirsts for You, I am in a dry and weary land where there is no water.”  That was his situation.  You know, our minds are on one of five things during the day: ( circumstances, ( ourselves, ( others, ( things, or  ( God.   David remembers worshipping God in the sanctuary, and as he goes to bed he meditates on God — knowing help has to come from Him alone. That brought him peace knowing God’s right hand would uphold him and the enemy would be vanquished.  What did David do? Vs. 63:11 “But the king will rejoice in God.”  The situation had not changed, the king, however, had changed — because he got his focus right. As it said in Psalm 112:7 “he will have no fear of bad news; his heart is steadfast, trusting in the Lord.”


Second, The godly person’s private life fits the truth of Scripture.  Many Christians have what we could call “cultural godliness.”  They adapt their character and behavior patterns to the Christians around them.  As the Christian culture around them is more or less godly, so they are more or less godly.  But God has not called us to live like those around us.  Without a walk of godliness, our lives have little impact and our worship is just a noise.  God has called us to be like Himself.  Godliness is nothing less than conformity to the true character of God as revealed in His Word.  Psalm 97:10 says, “Let those who love the Lord hate evil.”  That really is an essence of godliness, isn’t it, hating what God hates?


Third, The godly person has pure motives and a teachable spirit.  There are four ways to know if you’re a person who has that tender heart for God: Listen and test yourself.

1) There is respect for God’s truth.  

2) There is a genuine fear of God.  

3) There is a willingness to change your lifestyle.  

4) There is a strong commitment to God’s standard of holiness – to have no other God before Him.  


David in Psalm 141 prayed, “Set a guard over my mouth, O Lord, keep watch over the door of my lips.  Let me not be drawn to what is evil, to take part in wicked deeds with men who are evil doers.”   How easy it is to be drawn into situations and circumstances by an unguarded tongue.  You speak before thinking; you agree to participate — only later to regret it.  It’s a prayer we all need to echo.  “Let me not be drawn to what is evil.”  We can ask ourselves:

Is it true, helpful, injurious, necessary, kind?


Often the reason we don’t make right choices is because we haven’t taken a firm position in our inner spirit on the basic things of life, on integrity, on character, morality, godliness, or commitment to Christ.  A godly person must know the Word of God and be willing to take a stand – to love what God loves and, again, hate what God hates.  The more serious a person is about his/her faith, the greater the desire for godliness.


Fourth, The godly person is a clean vessel.  “Cleanliness is next to godliness,” – who hasn’t heard that expression, especially from a mother who wanted you to use soap when you washed for dinner.  It’s a good metaphor, spiritually speaking, because God washes us in His mercy, forgiveness and grace and cleanses us from our sins so that a fresh clean conscience is ours.  


To be holy is to be morally blameless. It is to be separated from sin, therefore consecrated to God.  Christ’s blood covered our sins.  The word holy signifies, “separation to God, and the conduct befitting those so separated.”    


Being godly is to live a life in conformity to the moral precepts of the Bible and in contrast to the sinful ways of the world.  We want to do that . . . what hinders us? 

I suggest three things:

First, Our attitude toward sin is more self-centered than God-centered. We’re more concerned about our victory over sin than about the fact that sin grieves the heart of God.  We want success for ourselves more than bearing grief over the fact that we’ve hurt the heart of God.


God wants us to walk in obedience – not victory. Obedience is oriented toward God; victory is oriented toward self.  This is not to say that God doesn’t want us to experience victory, but rather to emphasize that victory is a by-product of obedience. 

Second, We misunderstand “living by faith” to mean that no effort at godliness is required on our part.  You can put away the sinful habits that plague you if you will accept your personal responsibility for them. Godliness requires far more attention than many Christians are giving it.  It is the dimension of doing, working, striving, following, walking, hungering and thirsting.  Godliness is acquired by those who add personal exertion to personal faith.

Third, We do not take some sin seriously. Most Christians have a mental category for sins: Those that are unacceptable and those that may be tolerated a bit.  Jerry Bridges has a book that was recommended to me titled Respectable Sins: Confronting the Sins We Tolerate.  He charges that on the whole, we appear to be more concerned about the sins of society than we are about the sins of the saints.  

As he goes on to examine sins such as anxiety, frustration, discontent, unthankfulness, selfishness, lack of self-control, impatience and irritability, anger, judgmentalism, envy, jealousy, pride and worldliness – he believes that it is all rooted in ungodliness.  Citing Romans 1:18 that says, “The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness,” he says that Paul distinguished between the two.  Ungodliness describes an attitude toward God, while unrighteousness refers to sinful actions in thought, word or deed.

To illustrate he writes: “I believe that all our other acceptable sins can ultimately be traced to this root sin of ungodliness.  To use a tree as an illustration, we can think of all our sins, big and small, growing out of the trunk of pride.  But that which sustains the life of the tree is the root system, in this case the root of ungodliness.  It is ungodliness that ultimately gives life to our more visible sins.”

There’s a story about a certain man who wanted to sell his house in Haiti for $2,000.  Another man wanted very badly to buy it, but because he was poor, he couldn’t afford the full price.  After much bargaining, the owner agreed to sell the house for half the original price with just one stipulation: he would retain ownership of one small nail protruding from just over the door.


After several years, the original owner wanted the house back, but the new owner was unwilling to sell.  So the first owner went out, found the carcass of a dead dog, and hung it from the single nail he still owned.  Soon the house became unlivable, and the family was forced to sell the house to the owner of the nail.


The moral of the parable is, “If we leave the Devil with even one small peg in our life, he will return to hang his rotting garbage on it, making it unfit for Christ’s habitation.”

The heart is deceitful.  It excuses, rationalizes, justifies our actions. It blinds us and causes us to deal with sin using only halfway measures, or to think that agreeing with the Word of God is the same as obedience. 

The principle is obedience verses disobedience.  Are we willing to call sin “sin” not because it is big or little, but because God forbids it?  We must pray for the Holy Spirit to expose the motives of our hearts to us and to give us the power to deal with it.  If we try to search our own hearts without His divine guidance we might fall into a trap of morbid introspection because we not only acknowledge our current sins, but also rake up all the old ones that have already been forgiven.  This can become a tool of Satan . . . one of his chief weapons is discouragement – and he still uses it on God’s people today.  And who of us hasn’t been discouraged?


To be truly godly - truly clean - requires we humble ourselves before God, strip off all pretenses, respond to the conviction of the Holy Spirit and let Him scrub us clean with all His mercy and forgiveness.


The title of this week’s lesson was “Developing Godliness.”  It is a growing process.  We know that God has said “Be holy, for I am holy.”  He would not ask us to do something that is impossible. So therefore we need to try and see exactly what we’re supposed to be doing to develop into godly people.


In Proverbs chapter 9 we learned about some of the characteristics of the godly – being teachable, righteous, patient, and respectful.  Proverbs 16 showed us how being godly permeates every aspect of our daily life including our plans, relationships, the way we communicate, our emotions.  And in Proverbs 24 we looked at the attitude of a godly person toward those in need, those of evil deeds, and those things we need to heed.


We like lists of “do this and don’t do that” because boundaries make us feel secure.  We toe the mark and we’ll be rewarded or at least escape punishment.  Many religions today mark godliness by how well you keep their lists which usually includes some prohibitions in the areas of behavior such as smoking, drinking, dancing, entertainment to name a few.  When we follow this approach to godly living, we are in danger of being like the Pharisees with their endless lists of do’s and don’ts that  soon develops into a self-righteous attitude.    



As a young Christian I had the simplistic idea that all I had to do to live a godly life was to find out from the Bible what God wanted me to do and go do it.  Christians with maturity will smile at this naive assumption, but I see younger Christians starting out with the same air of self-confidence.  We have to learn that we are dependent upon the enabling power of the Holy Spirit to attain any degree of godliness. As we look to Him, we see Him working in us – revealing our sins, creating a desire for holiness and godliness, and giving us strength to respond to Him in obedience.  All diligence and effort are required on our part to recognize that this is a lifelong task.  As we begin to conform to the will of God in one area of life, He reveals our need in another area.  We will always be a “work in progress.”


Proverbs 24 shows us another area that has spiritual application to our topic of godliness and it’s the description of the sluggard in vs. 30-34.  His field is overrun with weeds.  That can happen to us so quickly when the cares of this world drive the Word of God from our hearts.  

How would you describe a sluggard?  He often has trouble getting started, is restless (can’t stay with the task), often defiant, a quitter when the going gets tough, and full of excuses.  Think about that in the spiritual life.  While Jerry Bridges wrote, “Ungodliness describes an attitude toward God, while unrighteousness refers to sinful actions in thought, word or deed” – another way to think of it is that ungodliness is the sin against the Being of God.  Unrighteousness is the sin against the Will of God.  So when a person loses that focus on God, loses that first-love relationship, that’s when ungodliness has taken a foothold in his life.

 
In these last few minutes I want to focus on Psalm 15 that was in our lesson today.  


Psalm 15:1, “Lord, who may dwell in your sanctuary?  Who may live on your holy hill?”  When we acknowledge Jesus Christ as Savior, several things become true in our lives – some related to our eternal inheritance and some related to our temporal experience.  

Eternally, when we are in Christ, we have received salvation – that never changes.  We are accepted, forgiven, justified, regenerated, adopted, reconciled and secure.  It was brought about by God alone; is absolutely true, and only visible to God.

In our temporal experience (or earthly walk), it’s a time of change and growth as we mature in Christ.  We worship, witness, pray, hunger for the Word, obey and experience spiritual growth.  We depend upon the indwelling Holy Spirit to produce His fruit in us.  All of this is not only visible to God but also to man. 


Psalm 15 was termed by Benjamin Franklin the “gentleman’s” psalm because its virtues go on to enumerate eleven things visible to God and man that demonstrate the godly person.  He walks blameless (that means with integrity), does what is righteous, speaks truth from the heart, does not slander, do his neighbor wrong, or cast slurs on his fellow man.  He despises a vile man, but honors those who fear the Lord. He keeps his oath even when it hurts, lends money without usury, and does not accept bribes. 
  


Friedrich Nietzsche first coined the phrase and Eugene Peterson picked up on it and used it as a title of a book – A Long Obedience in the Same Direction.  That’s what godliness is.


Every child somehow looks and somehow acts like their earthly parents. The genes that have been inherited from our human parents show up in the way we look, the way we talk, the way we act, the people we are.  If we are rightly related to a holy God in a vital union so that He is our father and we are His spiritual offspring, and if holiness is one of God’s chief characteristics, then it is inevitable that holiness, righteousness, integrity, character, uprightness, honesty, purity, wholeness will manifest itself in our daily lives.


Godliness or God-likeness is the direct and exclusive consequence of God’s activity in man.  It is not the consequence of your capacity to imitate God, but the consequence of God’s capacity to reproduce Himself in you. This is the mystery of godliness!  Ian Thomas said, “The moment you come to realize that only God can make a man godly, you are left with no option but to find God, and to know God, and to let God be God in you and through you because He made you expressly for Himself.”


So, Godliness is utterly practical and completely real.  There is no keeping it a secret.  The godly Christian is moral salt that purifies and preserves.  Your godliness is moral perfume.  It never drives folks away.  In fact it’s a sweet aroma that draws others to Christ.   

And, Godliness and holiness, in the last analysis, is the only thing that the world will pay attention to. As we demonstrate the authenticity of God’s holiness in our own character, then others are drawn as irresistibly to Jesus as the Magi was drawn in the darkness to a star shining in the night.


Let’s pray:  Father, thank you for the indwelling Holy Spirit who helps us develop godliness in our lives.  We want to please you and reflect you to the world around us.  Help us to accept your grace that keeps us from being overwhelmed by our own sinfulness.  Only you can do in us what we cannot do for ourselves, and we are so thankful for that.


Shower each family represented here with your blessings until we meet again.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
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