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Holiness, JC Ryle
Chapter 6: Growth in Grace

“… grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and 
Saviour Jesus Christ” 2 Pet. 3:18

Some people deny that growth in grace is an essential part 
of true holiness, while others explain it away, play it down, 
or misunderstand and consequently neglect it.
However, the question, ”do we grow?” is an important one 
to ask.
1. The reality of growth in grace 
A believer cannot grow in justification, pardon, 
forgiveness or peace with God.  These are all fully his the 
first moment that he believes.
Growth in grace is growth in “the degree, size, strength, 
vigour and power of the graces which the Holy Spirit 
plants in a believer's heart.”
His sense of sin becomes deeper, his faith becomes 
stronger, his hope becomes brighter, his love becomes 
more extensive, his spiritual-mindedness becomes more 
marked, he feels more of the power of godliness in his 
own heart - and he manifests more of it in his life.
Grounds for this doctrine:
1. The plain language of Scripture
2. Fact and experience
We see great differences in the faith and knowledge of  
New Testament saints between one time and another. 
We see the same differences in ourselves and others at 
different times.
If we compare the graces of a newly converted person with 
a mature believer we find that they are:
 ‒ as real - but not so strong;
 ‒ as true - but not so vigorous;
 ‒ as much seeds of the Spirit's planting - but not yet so 

fruitful. 
a) Growth in grace is the best evidence of spiritual 
health and prosperity.
Healthy life in an animal or vegetable will always show 
itself by progress and increase.
b) Growth in grace is one way to be happy in our 
religion
God has wisely linked together our comfort and our 
increase in holiness. … you may be sure that ordinarily the 
man who feels the most joy and peace in believing and has 
the clearest witness of the Spirit in his heart is the man 
who grows. 
c) Growth in grace is one secret of usefulness to others
Our influence on others for good depends greatly on what 
they see in us. The children of the world measure 
Christianity quite as much by their eyes as by their ears.
d) Growth in grace pleases God
It may seem an astonishing thing, no doubt, that anything 
done by such creatures as we are can give pleasure to the 
Most High God. But so it is. … The Lord takes pleasure in 
all His people - but especially in those who bear much 
fruit and grow. 

e) Growth in grace is not only a thing possible - but a 
thing for which believers are accountable
To tell an unconverted man, dead in sins, to grow in grace 
would doubtless be absurd. To tell a believer, who is 
quickened and alive to God, to grow is only summoning 
him to a plain scriptural duty. He has a new principle 
within him, and it is a solemn duty not to quench it. … We 
ourselves are to blame, and none else, if we do not grow. 
2. The marks of growth in grace
The signs of growth in grace are visible, but often more 
readily seen by others than by ourselves. 
a) Increased humility
The man whose soul is growing, feels his own sinfulness 
and unworthiness more every year. … The riper he is for 
glory, the more, like the ripe corn, he hangs down his 
head. 
The clearer is his gospel light, the more he sees of the 
shortcomings and infirmities of his own heart.
b) Increased faith and love towards our Lord Jesus 
Christ
The man whose soul is growing, finds more in Christ to 
rest upon every year, and rejoices more that he has such a 
Saviour.
c) Increased holiness of life and conduct
The man whose soul is growing, gets more dominion over 
sin, the world and the devil every year. He becomes more 
careful about... his temper, his words, and his actions.
d) Increased spirituality of taste and mind
The man whose soul is growing takes more interest in 
spiritual things every year.  … The amusements and 
recreations of the world have a continually decreasing 
place in his heart. … Spiritual companions, spiritual 
occupations, spiritual conversation are of ever-increasing 
value to him.
e) Increase in love to others
The man whose soul is growing is more full of love every 
year - to all men, but especially towards the brethren. 
His love will show itself:
 ‒ actively - growing to do kindnesses, be good-natured, 

generous, sympathizing, thoughtful, tender-hearted 
and considerate. 

 ‒ passively - growing to be meek and patient, putting up 
with provocation and not stand upon his rights, to bear 
and forbear much rather than quarrel. … There is no 
surer mark of backsliding and falling off in grace than 
an increasing disposition to find fault, pick holes and 
see weak points in others.

f) Increased zeal and diligence in trying to do good to 
souls
The man who is really growing will take greater interest in 
the salvation of sinners every year.
3. The means of growth in grace 
Growth in grace is bound up with the use of means. As a 
general rule, growing souls are what they are because they 
use these means. … Cast away forever the vain thought 
that if a believer does not grow in grace it is not his fault.
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a) Diligence in the use of private means of grace
Private prayer, reading of the Scriptures, meditation, and 
self-examination. 
Few appear to remember the absolute necessity of making 
time to 'search your hearts and be silent' (Ps. 4:4). But 
without this, there is seldom any deep spiritual prosperity.
b) Carefulness in the use of public means of grace 
Regular Sunday worship, the uniting with God's people in 
common prayer and praise, the preaching of the Word and 
the sacrament of the Lord's Supper. 
I firmly believe that the manner in which these public 
means of grace are used has much to say to the prosperity 
of a believer's soul. It is easy to use them in a cold and 
heartless way.
c) Watchfulness over our conduct in the little matters of 
everyday life
Our tempers, our tongues, our relationships, our use of 
time must be vigilantly attended to. … When a tree begins 
to decay at root or heart, the mischief is first seen at the 
extreme end of the little branches. 'He who despises little 
things,' says an uninspired writer, 'shall fall little by little.'
d) Caution about the company we keep and the 
friendships we form 
Nothing perhaps affects man's character more than the 
company he keeps. … Disease is infectious - but health is 
not! 
Mistakes in friendship or marriage engagements are the 
whole reason why some have entirely ceased to grow. 'Do 
not be misled: "Bad company corrupts good character'" (1 
Cor. 15:33)
e) Regular and habitual communion with the Lord Jesus
Daily communion between the believer and his Saviour, 
carried on by faith, prayer and meditation. .  It is possible 
to have 'union' with Christ and yet to have little if any 
'communion' with Him. But, for all that, there is such a 
thing. 
Communion is more than a vague general trust in the work 
that Christ did for sinners. It is getting close to Him and 
laying hold on Him with confidence as a loving, personal 
Friend.
No man will ever grow in grace, who does not know 
something experimentally of the habit of communion. 
Practical applications 
1. To those who know nothing about growth in grace
Years are slipping away, and time is flying. Graveyards are 
filling up, and families are thinning. Death and judgement 
are getting nearer to us all. And yet you live like one 
asleep about your soul. What madness! What folly! What 
suicide can be worse than this? 
Seek Him at once: seek Christ, if you would not be lost 
forever. Do not stand still talking and meaning and 
intending and wishing and hoping. Seek Christ that you 
may live; and that living, you may grow. 
2. To those who should know something of growth in 
grace - but at present know nothing at all
They have made little or no progress since they were first 

converted. They seem 'complacent' (Zeph. 1:12). They go 
on from year to year content with old grace, old 
experience, old knowledge, old faith, old measure of 
attainment, old religious expressions, old set phrases. 
There must be a serious fault somewhere! It cannot be the 
will of God … He 'delights in the well-being of his 
servant' (Ps. 35:27). 
Search from one end of the camp to the other, until you 
find out the Achan who is weakening you! Ask the Lord 
Jesus Christ, the great Physician of souls, to heal the secret 
ailment within you, whatever it may be. 
3. To those who are really growing in grace but are not 
aware of it
Their very growth is the reason why they do not see their 
growth! Their continual increase in humility prevents them 
feeling that they advance.
The one thing that especially marks out a growing soul is a 
deep sense of his own unworthiness. He never sees 
anything to be praised in himself. He only feels that he is 
an unprofitable servant and the chief of sinners. … The 
conscience-hardened sinner and the eminent saint are in 
one respect singularly alike. Neither of them fully realizes 
his own condition. The one does not see his own sin, nor 
the other his own grace! 
A word of counsel to growing Christians: 'Go forward!'; 
'Press on!' 
 ‒ Whatever the world may please to say, we may be sure 

there is no danger of any of us becoming too holy. 

 ‒ Never measure your religion by that of others, and 
think we are doing enough, if we have gone beyond 
our neighbours. This is another snare of the devil.

 ‒ Last, but not least, don’t be surprised if you have to go 
through much trial and affliction. … They are as 
needful as the pruning knife to the vine, and the 
refiner's furnace to the gold. … We shall find that all 
worked for our good when we reach heaven. 


