
Our Responsibility in Spiritual Growth 
2 Peter 1:5-9

This morning we continue our study of 2 Peter 1. Last week we saw that God wants us 
to have a vision for our lives that involves experiencing multiplied grace and peace. 
Instead of having “just enough” grace to get by and just enough peace to survive, Peter 
envisioned a life of multiplied grace and peace. This grace and peace is a byproduct of 
knowing God and Jesus our Lord. In verses 5 through 9 Peter tells us that since God 
has giving us everything we need to live this type of life, we need to be diligent in 
cultivating certain qualities in our lives. Today’s passage stresses our responsibility in 
the process of spiritual growth. 

I’m aware that some of us here today are motivated and energetic spiritually. When I 
read this passage in a couple minutes you’ll be thinking, “I’m ready. Bring it on!” Others 
of us are not so motivated; others of us are weary and exhausted and overwhelmed. 
You’ll be thinking, “I don’t want to leave worship with a longer to-do list. I need some 
rest.” This past week I was talking with a friend about this issue. We agreed that if 
you’re overwhelmed and weary, the place to begin is with your desire; it would be 
significant if you left here today wanting to exert energy in seeking God. Wanting to 
seek God is the place to start. 

Today’s passage is 2 Peter 1:5-9. 

5 Now for this very reason also, applying all diligence, in your faith supply moral 
excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge, 6 and in your knowledge, 
self-control, and in your self-control, perseverance, and in your perseverance, 
godliness, 7 and in your godliness, brotherly kindness, and in your brotherly 
kindness, love. 8 For if these qualities are yours and are increasing, they render 
you neither useless nor unfruitful in the true knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9 
For he who lacks these qualities is blind or short-sighted, having forgotten his 
purification from his former sins.

At the heart of this passage are eight virtues to cultivate in our lives. Before we discuss 
the eight virtues that Peter mentions, I want us to notice what Peter says before (verse 
5) and after (verses 8 and 9).

Our effort is essential. Before he lists these virtues, he emphasizes our effort and 
participation with God in our spiritual growth. 

5 Now for this very reason also, applying all diligence, in your faith supply moral 
excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge,

“Now for this very reason” is a reference to the truth in verses 3 and 4 that God has 
granted to us everything pertaining to life and godliness. Because of what God has 
done, we should exert effort in cultivating certain virtues in our lives. Our efforts are 
based on God’s previous work. This cooperation with God is found in Paul’s writings as 
well. In Philippians 2:12-13 Paul said, “. . . work out your salvation with fear and 
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trembling; 13 for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good 
pleasure.”

Peter expresses himself in an interesting way. He writes “applying all diligence”; the 
term applying has the connotation of “adding a second effort” (Friberg) to that of another 
person. In other words we are supposed to bring our diligence alongside what God has 
done and is doing in our lives. Peter envisions us as participating with the grace of God 
in our lives.

Specifically, we are to “supply/add” certain qualities to our faith. The term translated 
supply is interesting. In the city of Athens, the noun form of this term was used of 
wealthy citizens who help fund the arts; they added their money to that of the state in 
order to underwrite performances. The wealthy tried to outdo one another in their giving. 
The term eventually came to mean “generous and costly co-operation.”

As believers we are called to engage in this same type of generous and costly co-
operation with God. We are called to make a significant investment in cultivating the 
virtues Peter mentions. Sometimes we get confused about the relationship between 
effort and grace. I think Dallas Willard put it best when he pointed out that grace is 
opposed to earning, but grace is not opposed to effort. 

Of course we aren’t talking about human effort independent of God; several of the 
virtues mentioned are also listed as the “fruit of the Spirit” in Galatians 5. Ultimately the 
Spirit is the One who produces these qualities in our lives; but we are not passive in the 
process. C.H. Surgeon, the 19th century preacher in London said, “God sends every 
bird his food, but He doesn’t throw it into the nest.” God has provided everything we 
need for life and godliness, but we need to participate in heart, mind, and body if we’re 
going to experience life and godliness in fulness.  
 
Have you made peace with the fact that you need to “apply all diligence” and that you 
need to cooperate strenuously with the grace of God in your life? And are you 
convinced that you can engage your will and exert effort in spiritual matters? The 
commands in the New Testament presuppose that we are responsible beings, that we 
are able to respond to God’s word. 

The payoff makes the effort “worth it.” (2 Peter 1:8-9) Notice what Peter writes in 
verses 8 and 9.

8 For if these qualities are yours and are increasing, they render you neither 
useless nor unfruitful in the true knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.

None of consciously sets out in life thinking, “When I grow up I want to be useless and 
unfruitful.” No, we want to be the type of people who can be used by God in the lives of 
others; we want to be the type of people who bear fruit for eternity. Peter assures us 
that if these qualities are increasing in our lives, we will be useful and fruitful. As we 
work our way through these eight virtues in a couple minutes, we’ll try to notice some 
ways that these qualities might equip us to be useful and fruitful. 
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In case his readers didn’t “get” how critical these virtues really are, he adds in verse 9:

9 For he who lacks these qualities is blind or short-sighted, having forgotten his 
purification from his former sins.

Spiritually speaking, we should take the long view; we should look at our lives, see 
where we need be headed, and then take steps to get there. To be short-sighted is to 
care only about today with no thought about where our lives are going. Peters says that 
if we fail to exert effort and therefore lack these qualities, we will stumble through life 
oblivious to the way we should be living. We’ll compromise our future. 

As well, doing so fails to appreciate the past: “. . .having forgotten his purification from 
his former sins.” Peter is describing someone who doesn’t remember that when a 
person is born from above that s/he has been purified from sin in order to make 
progress in holiness. One of the reasons we fix our eyes on Jesus is so that we don’t 
forget what His death and resurrection accomplished. 

Virtues to cultivate. (2 Peter 1:5-7) As we work our way through these virtues, let’s 
remember what’s at stake: our usefulness and fruitfulness in the Kingdom of God. 

5 Now for this very reason also, applying all diligence, in your faith supply moral 
excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge, 6 and in your knowledge, 
self-control, and in your self-control, perseverance, and in your perseverance, 
godliness, 7 and in your godliness, brotherly kindness, and in your brotherly 
kindness, love.

In this list Peter uses a literary device that is used in other places in the NT (such as 
Romans 8:29-30, 10:14-15, and James 1:15). He mentions a virtue and tells us to add 
to it a second virtue. He then mentions the second virtue and tells us to add a third. . . 
and so on. This list has a stair-step effect that links all these virtues together. I don’t 
necessarily see these virtues as sequential (as if you need virtue number two before 
you cultivate virtue number three). But there is a progression since Peter begins with 
faith and ends with love. As well there is overlap in some of the terms.

5 . . .in your faith supply moral excellence

By definition all believers in Jesus have faith. A believer is someone who can say, “I 
believe that Jesus died for my sin on the cross. God raised Him bodily from the dead on 
the third day, vindicating everything Jesus said and did.” A believer doesn’t merely 
agree mentally with a set of propositions about Jesus; a believer actually trusts in Jesus’ 
death and resurrection. The NT commonly refers to Christians as “believers,” using a 
present, continuous tense signifying those who actively believe in the person of Jesus 
(see 1 Thess. 2:10). 

Peter says, “In your faith supply (costly cooperation) moral excellence.” The term was 
used to denote the proper fulfillment of something. For example, you could use a book 
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for a doorstop, but that would not be its proper fulfillment; you experience the excellence 
of a book when you read it. If you have moral excellence, you embody/fulfill who and 
what you are supposed to be. Ultimately, Christlikeness is the excellence of a human 
being, living our lives as Jesus lived His. It is no coincidence that Peter used this same 
term in verse 3 when he wrote that Jesus “called us to Himself by His own glory and 
excellence.”

5. . . and in your moral excellence, knowledge, 

This is the third time Peter has used the term “knowledge” in this chapter. In verses 2 
and 3 he wrote that the knowledge of God is a means of experiencing multiplied grace 
and peace. If you want to cooperate and participate with God’s grace and add 
knowledge, you will need to approach the Scriptures with intensity and anticipation. You 
might consider pursuing spiritual knowledge in a very targeted, intentional way. 
Sometimes people get bored because they aren’t seeking anything specific or 
significant. But when they’re pursuing something specific for spiritual reasons, people 
get fascinated and enthralled with Scripture and with God. 

A number of years ago a friend of mine recognized his need to cultivate more humility. 
He found that he looked down on almost everyone in his life. So he entered into an 
extended time of study and mediation and accountability related to humility. He studied 
key Scriptures as well as the writings of several authors who have thought deeply about 
humility. I think he would tell you that he added knowledge that has made him more 
fruitful and useful to God. 

6 and in your knowledge, self-control, 

In chapter 2 Peter will warn against false teachers who indulged any and every desire 
they had. But those who want to grow in Christ need to add self-control to their faith, 
excellence, and knowledge. When you have self-control, you exercise control of 
yourself instead of being controlled by whatever urges or desires that happen to hit 
you. You are able to “deny yourself” and do what you know you should do instead of 
what you feel like doing. You may remember that in Galatians 5 self-control is listed as 
one aspect of the fruit of the Spirit. And so “adding self-control” isn’t a matter of gritting 
your teeth; it’s not an exercise in sheer willpower. It’s a matter of learning how to let the 
Holy Spirit control you. A lack of self-control often renders people useless and unfruitful. 

6 . . .and in your self-control, perseverance, 

If you have perseverance you continue to seek God during suffering and dry times. The 
Scriptures give many examples of people who persevered well: Job continued to seek 
God even after losing his children, his health, and his wealth; Abraham waited 25 years 
for God to make good on His promise to give him a son; Asaph (Psalm 73) entered into 
the sanctuary even when it looked like there were no benefits in walking with God. The 
ultimate example of perseverance, of course, is Jesus Himself who “for the joy set 
before Him, endured the cross, despising the shame” (Hebrews 12:2). Because they 
persevered, they were useful and fruitful. 
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6. . .and in your perseverance, godliness, 

The term godliness is often a synonym for holiness. A godly person submits to God in 
every area of life. When we add godliness, we actually prefer the ways of God to the 
ways of the world in every area of our lives: our relationships, our careers, our thought 
life, our finances, our schedules, our leisure. The person who adds godliness doesn’t 
exclude God from any area of life. Excluding God from one or two areas of your life can 
render you unfruitful in your walk with God.

7 and in your godliness, brotherly kindness, and in your brotherly kindness, love.

The last two qualities - brotherly kindness and love - are found in Peter’s earlier letter. 
The way Peter uses these two terms in 1 Peter 1:22 gives us some clues about how we 
should understand them here in 2 Peter 1:7. We read this is 1 Peter:

22 Since you have in obedience to the truth purified your souls for a sincere love of 
the brethren, fervently love one another from the heart,

Notice the progression: their obedience to the truth led to purity of soul, which n turn 
results in “a sincere love of the brothers” (philadelphia). As we mature, we have a 
sincere affection for other Christians; since we’re family, our hearts go out to each other. 
Peter challenges them to build on that affection by writing, “fervently love one another 
from the heart.” There Peter uses the verbal form of the eighth term, agape. This was 
the kind of love that Jesus demonstrated on the cross. Our love for each other should 
be palpable, something that is unmistakable to others. Without love, the other virtues 
Peter mentions are “profit you nothing” (as Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 13). 

There’s the list. Can you identify one virtue that is most strategic for you right now? In 
your bulletin I’ve given some ways that you can pursue these virtues. These are the 
basic ways that we seek God. 

I will expend energy and cooperate with God’s grace to cultivate this virtue: 
_____________________.

1. Honest evaluation
2. Prayer
3. Scripture
4. Practice
5. Community

Let me give you an example of how you might use these means of cultivating self 
control. Begin with an honest evaluation of your self-control (or lack thereof). Maybe 
you lack self-control in your speech; you walk away from conversations wishing you 
hadn’t said whatever came into your mind. Maybe you find it hard to control your 
thoughts; instead of dwelling on what is good and true you dwell on what is impure and 
untrue. 
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Make your pursuit of self control a matter of prayer. Ask God to give you motivation and 
energy and insight. Thank Him that He has given you everything you need for life and 
godliness, including self-control. Thank Him for the indwelling Holy Spirit and for the 
promises of Scripture. 

Go to Scriptures that stress the importance of self control and that talk about the 
Spirit’s power in our lives: Galatians 5, 1 Thessalonians 4, Sermon on the Mount 
(Matthew 5-7), etc. Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you. Try to gain the mind of 
Christ instead of thinking the same tired, lame thoughts that have failed you in the past. 

Practice exercising self control in specific situations. Hebrews 5:14 says mature people 
are those who practice to the point where their senses are trained. Say, “By the grace of 
God, when I go to work instead of saying the first thing that pops into my head, I am 
going to be quick to hear and slow to speak and slow to anger” (James 1). You practice 
exercising self-control until it becomes second-nature. 

Finally, you take advantage of community - people you trust that can encourage you in 
self-control. Ask them for advice and prayer and encouragement.  

These are some ways that you can “apply all diligence” and “cooperate” with the grace 
of God in your life. My encouragement is to identify a virtue that is especially strategic 
for your life right now. Let God prove to you how useful and fruitful you can be for the 
cause of Christ. 


