
Sunday 20th June 2021 
A test for spiritual growth. 
Acts 9.1-19 Song 1.1-4 

 
There has always been a lot of religion about. The Old Testament tells us that the 
people of Israel were very religious, but more often than not, their religion was not 
acceptable to God. This was because it was polluted with the worship of things other 
than God and was often more of an act of the mind than the service of the heart. This 
type of religious exercise can make people become very busy, but do them absolutely 
no good whatever. How can we tell if our religious life is sincere and growing? 
 
Read Acts 9.1-19, the account of the conversion of Saul. Saul had held the coats of 
those who had stoned Stephen to death and had obtained letters from Jerusalem to go 
out on a mission to persecute and stamp out the church. It was while he was on his way 
to Damascus to pursue this purpose that he had an encounter with the living, risen Lord. 
He was knocked off his high horse and was blinded for three days. God sent Ananias to 
him with the purpose to pray for him, and the evidence that it was safe for Ananias to go 
to such a dangerous man was that, v11, that Saul was praying. Prayer is the first sign, 
and the continual sign of a viable Christian life. It concerns me greatly the 
prayerlessness of many in the Church of Scotland, and I suspect, the general ‘Christian’ 
population. 
 
This was the beginning of Saul becoming Paul, the foremost of the Apostles. However, 
it was only the beginning of his spiritual life, because Paul was to grow in his Christian 
faith and life, and it is this that concerns me about the Church today. Is there growth in 
grace, is there growth in likeness to Christ, is there growth in Christian life and 
character, or are we stagnating or even deluded as to our eternal standing as regards 
salvation?  
 
In Ephesians chapter 3 verses 18-19 Paul prays that the Ephesian Christians will be 
able to grasp how wide, and long and high and deep is the love of God for us. He tells 
us that this is impossible for any single Christian to comprehend fully because of the 
vastness of God’s love, but he prays that all the believers will be grasping more of this 
vast love of God for them. Essentially Paul is saying that even after a lifetime of growing 
in the love of God, there will still be as much of His love still to grasp as has been 
grasped already. Therefore the question we must ask ourselves is this, are we growing 
in our knowledge of the love of God, are we still grasping more and more of it, or are we 
stationary or slipping back? How can we know where we stand as regards this? 
 
Before I say more about this, there are a few things that need to be understood about 
the love of God. The first thing is that when God choses to place His love on His people, 
it is a full love, an unconditional love, an everlasting love. This means that when God 
choses to love someone and makes them His own, they are as loved as it is possible for 
them to be loved. God’s love will never cease, never increase, never diminish and never 
grow weary. However, the degree to which we will enjoy His love will vary depending on 
how we live. When we sin, His love will seem to be clouded over, likewise when we 



disobey. In times of testing, refinement and conflict, we may feel far from God’s love, 
but it does not mean that His love for us has ceased but that our enjoyment of it has 
declined for these reasons. Even when we are disciplined and chastened as His 
children, God is treating us this way because He loves us. Therefore, all that we meet in 
life, easy or difficult is from God’s loving hand. 
 
Knowing that we are growing is important because the issues that Christianity deals 
with are for life and eternity. Our eternal welfare is at stake here. Our life in the world is 
for a short time, but after that there is eternal life and eternal death, and how we 
respond to the Gospel, the things that Jesus has said and done, is vitally important. 
Therefore, it is important that we know where we stand as regards the love of God.  
 
We use all sorts of tests and means of examining and checking our physical health, but 
few people know the importance of self-examination as regards our spiritual health, but 
for Christian people this is a necessary, useful and an important thing to do. I suspect 
that there are many people who think that everything is all right as regards the condition 
of their hearts but who are deceiving themselves because they have unexamined 
hearts. Spiritual self-examination is not a popular subject today because there has been 
a trend which has sentimentalized the love of God in such a way that the thought is that 
because He is so loving, He will not let anyone fall into hell, except perhaps people like 
Hitler who deserves that fate! However we have to consider all of Gods revealed 
attributes and realise that while God is supremely loving, that His holiness, 
righteousness and justice are equal in might to his love, and so God will at the last 
separate out the sheep and the goats. Ensure we are sheep-like, not goat-like! 
 
We also live in an era where we have exalted our feelings above facts and objective 
observation. This makes it more difficult to self-examine ourselves because we are 
constantly encouraged to look on the bright side of things, and to look for the good in 
people rather than the bad. It is only possible to self-examine ourselves in the light of 
Scripture being ruthlessly applied by the Holy Spirt to our lives. There are many tests 
which can be used to seek to ascertain where we stand in our spiritual growth, but here 
is one of them. 
 
Turn to the book of the Song of Songs also known as the Song of Solomon. This book 
is a love poem which tells us of the encounter of a betrothed couple, a man and a 
woman as they approach the actual wedding and completion of their courtship into 
marriage. It depicts the love between a young man and a young woman, and many see 
the young man as Solomon. I want to look at three verses that occur in the book which 
show us the development, the growth as it were, of the love relationship between these 
two people. It is an allegory of the love relationship between each Christian and Jesus, 
and gives us the first point of self-examination. 
 
Chapter 2.16 ‘My lover is mine and I am his.’  
 
Chapter 6.3 ‘I am my lovers, and my lover is mine.’ 
 



Chapter 7.10 ‘I belong to my lover, and his desire is for me.’ 
 
While these verses have a similarity, they also show a progression, a change of 
emphasis, a change of focus. In the first verse, it is almost as if the future bride is aware 
of a mutual love, firstly hers for him and then his for her. It’s lovely, and what we would 
wish for every couple who court and seek to marry. Look at the second verse. The order 
has changed. The girl is firstly conscious of his love for her, and then her love for him. 
She is beginning to be caught up more in his great love for her, almost swept off her 
feet as it were. Then in the last verse, it is all about the lavishness of his love for her, 
and she is conscious more about being loved than loving! I am not saying that her love 
has diminished in any way, rather it has grown as she has been completely wrapped in 
his love for her.  
 
Sarah Edwards, during a period of revival in New England in the 1700’s wrote that even 
when she heard the name of Jesus mentioned, she would be overcome and swoon 
because she would become aware experientially of the Lord’s ‘nearness and dearness.’ 
In that same era Charles Wesley wrote one of his most beautiful and passionate hymns 
as a prayer. The first stanza goes like this, 
 

‘O love divine, how sweet thou art. 
When shall I find my willing heart 

All taken up by thee? 
For love I sigh, for love I pine, 

This only portion, Lord, be mine. 
Be mine this better part.’ 

 
Here, the hymn writer is longing for his heart to be fully taken up with God’s love for him. 
Charles Wesley loved God with a burning passion, but longed that he become less self-
conscious of his part because he was consumed by God’s love for him. It is an 
automatic thing that the more conscious we are of God’s love for us, so our love, and 
faith and the obedience of faith will increase in us to Him. God really does want to 
sweep us of our feet and cause us to gasp at the immensity of His love for us. 
 
Many of us have been brought up to some degree or another being schooled in the idea 
that we are only lovable if we measure up to the expectations of others. Perhaps our 
parents rewarded us for good results from school, and were less enthused if we were 
average or poor. I think the demands on children today both from peers and parents, 
from self and from the world are such that we think that our worth is totally determined 
by our achievements. This is far from the truth. Spiritually, God loves us first, and our 
behavior and lives flow from being loved. We do not do so to be loved, but we are first 
loved by Him, and so we respond. There is a huge difference in these two ways of 
living. 
 
The girl in the Song of Songs has grown in her awareness of the greatness of her 
betrothed’s love for her and that is what fills her heart and mind, she is overwhelmed by 
it and it brings her both great joy and some sorrows. Joy when she responds quickly to 



his love, sorrow when she is slow to act and so misses his presence. God desires that 
we be more taken up by the greatness of His love for us than to be sidetracked by 
preferring to focus on our love for Him. The girl has a progressive, a growing sense of 
being loved, and this is how it can be with God and ourselves. 
 
This is the positive part of self-examination. We are to grow in our perception of God’s 
passionate and holy love for us. However, this is but one side of the self-examination 
that makes up the process. The other side may be called the negative aspect, even 
though it is not a negative thing to know but a very healthy thing to know. 
 
We turn to the life of the Apostle Paul to see this. Paul is regarded, rightly so, by many 
as the greatest of the Apostles. We will again look at three verses which sees him 
expressing his perception of himself, in his early, mid and late career as an Apostle. 
 
1 Corinthians 15.9 ‘the least of the apostles.’ 
 
Ephesians 3.8 ‘less than the least of all God’s people (saints)’ 
 
1 Timothy 1.15 ‘the worst of sinners.’ 
 
I hope that you can see that even as Paul was grasping more and more of the length 
and width and height and depth of the love of God, his opinion of himself was changing. 
As his opinion of the love of God went higher and greater, his opinion of himself went 
lower and lower. 
 
Paul was a humble man, and if the vastness of the revelation granted to him was in 
danger of making him proud, God was well able to humble him with a thorn, some 
physical or emotional handicap to keep him humble and so deliver him from the poison 
of pride. At the beginning of his ministry life, we find him adopting a humble and 
admirable stance as regards himself in the ‘pecking order’ of the Apostles. He adopts 
the stance that he is the least of them because he came late to this office and because 
he had been a persecutor of the church.  
 
However, even as Paul grew in his perception of the greatness of God’s love for him, 
the corresponding result was that he saw more clearly the depth of his unworthiness. 
This is a bit like the process that we see in Isaiah 6 where the vision of God’s holiness 
makes Isaiah acutely aware of the absence of any semblance of holiness within him. 
The sun’s light makes the light from a torch seem like nothing, so the love of God for us 
makes our love for Him look like nothing and so we see more the greatness of God and 
the nothingness of ourselves. 
 
In Paul’s mid-life, he tells us the opinion he now has of himself. His estimation of himself 
has dropped and now compares himself with the saints, the believers, the people of 
God. He now sees himself as less than the least of these.   
 



This is not the end though, because in Timothy, Paul as the aging Apostle has grown in 
the love of God even more. In Timothy he says that he is no longer the least of the 
Apostles, he goes lower. He is not the least of the saints anymore, but now he realizes 
that he is the worst of sinners! He is not beating himself up by seeing himself as the 
worst of sinners, he is seeing the vastness of God’s love for him that has accepted him 
even as the worst of sinners. As God lifts us up in His love we go down. As we go down 
in humility, God lifts us up. 
 
This then is the test. How do we see ourselves? Are we discovering as we live our lives 
the greatness of God’s love for us? Are we at the same time seeing more and more our 
utter unworthiness of God’s love for us? Are we becoming more and more astonished 
that God should love us given our terrible state? If we are seeing more and more the 
greatness of God’s love and if we are seeing the astonishing fact that God loves such 
wretches as us, then this is a good sign that we are in fact growing spiritually. If we have 
some sort of general or vague notion that God is loving and that we are imperfect 
people, but then, no-one is perfect, then this probably indicates a stagnating condition 
which we need to address at once. 
 
There is one more thing that also needs to be said. As God lifts us higher in His love, 
we in response go lower in humility, and there is a gulf that increases between the 
height of God’s love for us and the depth of our realization of our worthlessness. That 
gap does not remain empty, we are not plagued by switching between being 
overwhelmed by God’s love only to be cast down to the depths when we consider how 
unworthy we are of His love. That gap, even as it grows wider, is filled by grace and 
wonder that God could love us so much even when we are of such a low condition that 
it fills us with amazement and gratitude. It even enhances our perception of the 
greatness of God’s love! We all know the hymn ‘Amazing Grace.’ This is what that hymn 
is in part about. It expresses the astonishment that God loves us with a full and 
everlasting love even though we are wretches. In Newton’s day the word wretch was 
used of the homeless children who lived in the gutters of the cities, unwashed, unlovely 
and thieving to keep body and soul going. God took such as these into Him home. The 
father took the prodigal into His home. God has made orphans His Children, such is His 
love. 
 
This is a test as to the sincerity of our relationship with God. If we find that we have little 
evidence of there being an absence, or little evidence of growth in our awareness of the 
greatness of God’s love for us, we do not have to despair. Does it grieve us that we 
have not grown or have grown so little? If we are grieved by this, if we are disturbed by 
this, if there is a sad longing that we had grown, this is a good sign. The thing to do is to 
be real and candid with God, come to Him and tell Him what has happened and ask for 
His help and aid. He will give it, then do what He says. 
 
If, however, this rings no bells, if this seems a pointless exercise, if it appears to be 
something tiresome to do, then I fear that our hearts are not right. Either we ignore this 
and risk hell, or we become concerned and cry out to God for rescue, for salvation. We 
are very foolish if we ignore a medical investigation. We are foolish if the plumber says 



the boiler is dangerous or the mechanic tells us our car is not roadworthy, how much 
more if the Scriptures tell us we are in an unfit condition for eternity?   


