The Assurance of Hope #2

“How In This World Can I Be Holy?”

1 Peter 1:13-2:3

At times a person needs to be told what they need to hear, even though they may not want to hear it.  That is the sign of a good doctor, a good teacher, a good coach, and a good parent. It’s also the sign of a good preacher.


This past week, while mowing the grass, I was able to listen to a sermon preached by A. W. Tozer on Peter’s words in our text this morning, “Gird up the loins of your mind.”  Though the sermon was preached over fifty years ago, his words were right on the money.  And pretty convicting, too:

The popular and accepted manner of life is followed by the average man, not because he thinks that is all there is, but because he really doesn’t think about it at all… The average man has only petty things to think about… He does not give himself to thought about those things that touch character, that seek to touch his inner life. He keeps everything on the shallow surface of his life… We ought to begin using our heads. Brother, you ought to take that head of yours, oil it and rub the rust off and begin to use it as God has always expected you would. God expects you to understand and have a grasp of His truth because you need it from day to day.


I wonder what historians and archaeologists will say about our society hundreds of years from now (if the Lord hasn’t come back already).  They may conclude that our highest priority was amusement.  Consider how much money is spent on entertainment, whether television, movies, music, athletics, video games—literally billions of dollars every year.


Why? For our amusement.  But do you know what amusement is?  The word comes from two Greek roots, “muse” meaning “to think” and “a” meaning “not”.  Simply put, “amuse” means “to not think.”  And that’s precisely what we spend much of our time doing! We use entertainment as a diversion…away from those things that make us think too much!


Now don’t get me wrong…I don’t think that entertainment or amusement is wrong, as long as it is the exception and not the rule!  But too many in our culture—even Christians—would rather not have to think too much.  And so we read in 1 Peter 1:13, “Gird up the loins of your mind.” Kenneth Wuest explains,

Peter here uses an oriental expression referring to the act of gathering up around the waist, the long, loose eastern robes which would impede one’s progress in running or other exertion… It is not physical exertion that Peter has in mind here, but mental. If the purpose of girding up the clothing was to put out of the way that which would impede the physical progress of an individual, the girding up of the loins of the mind would be the putting out of the mind all that would impede the free action of the mind in connection with the onward progress of the Christian experience, things such as worry, fear, jealousy, hate, unforgiveness, impurity. These things harbored in the mind prevent the Holy Spirit from using the mental faculties of the Christian in the most efficient manner, and thus from causing that believer to grow in the Christian life and make progress in his salvation.


To put it in our terms, Peter was saying, “Take off your coat, roll up your sleeves, study the great doctrines of the faith so that you will not be spiritually illiterate.”
  He also adds, “Be sober,” or as the niv translates it, “Be self-controlled.”  Why?  The verse concludes, “set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed.”  As Warren Wiersbe writes, 

Christians live in the future tense; their present actions and decisions are governed by this future hope. Just as an engaged couple makes all their plans in the light of that future wedding, so Christians today live with the expectation of seeing Jesus.


We return to the theme of hope that runs throughout both of Peter’s letters.  Our hope is the confident expectation that God will ultimately fulfill His ultimate promises in glory.  So, Peter is telling us, in light of our certain future in Heaven, we need to roll up our mental sleeves and get control of ourselves, preparing ourselves for when Christ returns.


How do we do that?  In a word: holiness.

Now that’s a word people are not so keen on these days.  Even non-Christians can latch onto the idea of hope, but when it comes to being holy, that’s usually reserved for fundamentalist fanatics in their minds.  Even some Christians think of holiness as something for preachers and missionaries, but not for “run of the mill’ folks in the pew.  But this is not the case!  As Tozer continues, “You cannot study the Bible diligently and earnestly without being struck by an obvious fact—the whole matter of personal holiness is highly important to God!”
 


Easier said than done, though!  As Erwin Lutzer points out in his book, How In This World Can I Be Holy? (from which I borrowed the title for this message),

To be holy in heaven will not be difficult. It will be the only life possible. To be holy in the world, however, is another matter. Here we feel the pressure of the world, the flesh, and the devil. Yet, we are to live in the world without being contaminated by it. Heaven is not the problem; it is here on earth that we face our most difficult assignment.


In our text today, Peter identifies four elements of this holiness for our daily lives.

Holiness Requires A Proper Action


First, holiness requires a proper action.  We read in verses 14-16,

As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance. But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.”﻿

Peter quotes Leviticus 11:44-45 in this passage, where God expects His children to be holy because He Himself is holy.  The words “as obedient children” are literally in the Greek, “as children of obedience.” As children inherit the nature of their parents, so a child of God is made a partaker of the divine nature, which nature always impels to the act of obedience. It is natural for a child of God to obey Him.


“But how in this world can I be holy?” we ask.  “Everything about the world around us pulls us against the grain.  Not only that, but our own sin nature keeps pulling us down.  How can we ever pull it off?”


The key to that question is the word “be.”  In the Greek, “be” is from ginomai which is not the verb of being, but of “becoming.”
  Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 3:17-18,

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit. 


Holiness, or becoming like Christ, is a process, a transformation from our old selves to our new natures in Christ.  The Holy Spirit produces His fruit in our lives—love, joy peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23)—as we grow in our faith.


But this requires us to be obedient to the Spirit’s voice.  When the Word of God tells us what to do, we ought to do it!  When the Spirit of God guides us in a certain direction, we need to go!  On the flip side, we need to

…give greater thought to the consequences of sin rather than to its pleasures. One of the characteristics of the cosmos is that nobody ever mentions the ugly underside of pleasurable sins. I strongly suggest that you walk through the consequences in your mind. Stroll slowly…ponder details. Think through the effects of that act in your life and in the lives of others whom your life touches.


This may not be easy, but it is necessary.  If we want to be children of God, we must bear His resemblance.  More than anything else, God’s character is marked by holiness.  Ours must be as well.  And the first step toward personal holiness is the activity of obedience.

Holiness Requires A Proper Attitude


Secondly, holiness requires a proper attitude, as seen in verses 17-21,

Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear. For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake. Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in God.

The attitude we need for holiness is what Peter calls “reverent fear.”  In the Old Testament this is called “the fear of the Lord.”  This is not a feeling of dread or being afraid of God so much as it means to take God seriously.  We need to take God seriously because He is our Father.  We need to take God seriously because He will judge the works of everyone.  But perhaps the greatest incentive to holiness in our lives is the awful price of sin.  As Dan DeHaan puts it,

Once sin is lightened and holiness hidden, we begin to cling to a cheap redemption. It is against that view​point that Peter raises such a mighty warning—“There was nothing cheap about it. You were not redeemed with corruptible things, but with precious blood, the blood of Christ.” Did God become a man in order to show us how to love? Did He come to earth to reveal His tender heart toward us? Not primarily. He came at a great cost to Himself to launch a mighty war on sin in its immensity. If we are to see sin we must see holiness, shown to us in the “lamb with​out blemish and without spot.”


How can we think about Christ’s sacrifice on the cross for our sins, then go out and sin again?  How can we partake of the bread and cup of Communion—representing Christ’s body and blood—then go out and live however we please, disregarding God’s standard of holiness?  We do that when we fail to take God seriously.


Several years ago Ray Boltz recorded a song which very pointedly asks:

Does he still feel the nails
Every time I fail?
Can he hear the crowd cry, “Crucify” again?
Am I causing him pain—
Then I know I've got to change;
I just can't bear the thought of hurting him.


Holiness requires a proper attitude of reverence—taking God’s character and Christ’s sacrifice seriously enough to steer us away from sin.

Holiness Requires A Proper Affection


Peter is not finished.  Holiness further requires a proper affection, as seen in verses 22 through the first verse of chapter two:

Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart.﻿ For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God. For, “All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of the Lord stands forever.”﻿ And this is the word that was preached to you. Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind.

The first two elements of holiness dealt with our relationship to God; this third one deals with our relationships with others.  We are called to love one another.


Here’s an idea that is popular with our culture.  Everybody wants to love and be loved—though few seem to actually experience it for any length of time.  Maybe that’s because the world’s idea of “love” and God’s concept of love are very different things.  Wiersbe writes,

This love is also a fervent love, and this is an athletic term that means “striving with all of one’s energy.” Love is something we have to work at, just as an Olympic contestant has to work at his particular skills. Christian love is not a feeling; it is a matter of the will. We show love to others when we treat them the same way God treats us. God forgives us, so we forgive others. God is kind to us, so we are kind to others. It is not a matter of feeling but of willing, and this is something we must constantly work at if we are to succeed.


One of the major differences between the world’s concept of love and God’s love is that the world loves because of who we are, whereas God loves in spite of who we are.  That is why it takes constant work!  When others are the least deserving of our love, that is when we are called to love the most!

Holiness Requires A Proper Appetite


Finally, holiness requires a proper appetite.  Verses 2-3 of chapter two read, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.”  As we grow in our faith, we discover that the Word is milk for babies, but also strong meat for the mature, bread, and honey. It is sad when Christians have no appetite for God’s Word, but must be “fed” religious entertainment instead. Sometimes children have no appetite because they have been eating the wrong things.
  Just as junk food can ruin a child’s supper, so spiritual “junk” can destroy our spiritual appetite.  Wuest puts it graphically,

Sin in the life destroys the appetite for the Word. The Christian who tries to find satisfaction in the [slop] of the world, has no appetite left for the things of God. His heart is filled with the former and has no room for the latter. A healthy infant is a hungry infant. A spiritually healthy Christian is a hungry Christian. This solves the problem of why so many children of God have so little love for the Word.


And this is why so many churches resemble spiritual nurseries, like the church at Corinth.  Paul had to write to them in 1 Corinthians 3:1, “Brothers, I could not address you as spiritual but as worldly—mere infants in Christ.”  If we want to by godly—which is what it means to be holy—we must learn all we can from the Word of God.  We need to get to the point where we can feed ourselves with the Word, and not rely on others spoon-feeding us.

None of this is easy.  The Christian life was never meant to be easy.  God is more concerned with our holiness than with our happiness.  And this means we have to “gird up the loins of our minds”—in other words, roll up our sleeves mentally and get to work.  We need to have the proper action of obedience; the proper attitude of reverence; the proper affection toward others; and the proper appetite of the Word in order for us to become holy—to become like Christ!
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