Confronting Casual Christianity #4

“Casual Regarding Our Walk”

various texts

Few words in the English language are used (and abused) like the word “holy.” The late baseball broadcaster Harry Carey was known for his cries of “Holy cow!” whenever the Cubs made a great play. In the old television show, Robin became famous for saying, “Holy [something], Batman!” with the [something] loosely related to what was happening at that moment. Then, of course, is the common phrase, “Holy moley.” I’ve always wondered what a moley is, and why is it holy?


On the more serious side, the term is used in conjunction with God’s Word (“Holy Bible”) and the third person of the Trinity (the Holy Spirit). We sing hymns with titles such as “Take Time To Be Holy” and “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty.” But do we really know what we’re talking about when we use the word “holy”? And do we know how it relates to us?


Over the past several weeks we have been examining the concept of casual Christianity. I believe that all believers must be aware of the tendency we have to become too casual (and by that I mean too careless) when it comes to our Christianity. We’ve considered the problems of being too casual with regard to our worship and our wealth, and this morning I would like to address being too casual regarding our walk.


By this I don’t mean how we place one foot in front of the other, but rather in the way the Bible often uses the word “walk” to mean “lifestyle.” One of the early instances of this is found in Deuteronomy 5:32-33,

So be careful to do what the Lord your God has commanded you; do not turn aside to the right or to the left. Walk in all the way that the Lord your God has commanded you, so that you may live and prosper and prolong your days in the land that you will possess. 


“Walk in His ways” appears in some form over two dozen times throughout the Old Testament, depicting a lifestyle that is pleasing to God. The New Testament also picks up on this theme, particularly the apostle John. We read in 1 John 1:5-7,

This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. 


God is described as light, in whom there is no darkness at all. This is a graphic way of depicting His holiness, as seen in Isaiah 57:15,

For this is what the high and lofty One says—he who lives forever, whose name is holy: “I live in a high and holy place, but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit, to revive the spirit of the lowly and to revive the heart of the contrite.”


Notice that God’s very name is Holy. “With respect to God, holiness is His quintessential nature, His very selfhood.”
 It is the central attribute of His character. Everything else we know about God—His love, mercy, justice, omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence—emerges from His holiness, His utmost perfection.


What does this have to do with the Christian’s lifestyle—his “walk”? Everything! God told the Israelites in Leviticus 11:44, “I am the Lord your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy.” Peter quotes this same verse in 1 Peter 1:15-16, “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.’”

This is where it gets uncomfortable. We don’t have a problem referring to God as holy or His Word as holy, but when it comes to us…now that’s a different story! Whenever a person is described as “holy” these days, it is usually not complimentary! The word is often used as part of a phrase, such as “holy roller” or “holier-than-thou,” and who wants to be labeled like that?


Holiness does not require us to be fanatical or snobbish. Holiness means to be like God. As John puts it in 1 John 2:6, “Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did.” After all, isn’t that what it means to be a Christian—one who is like Christ?


But I believe it is easy for us to become casual—careless, if you will—regarding our Christian walk. This is nothing new; the Israelites of the Old Testament and the early churches in the New Testament dealt with the same issue. Yet we are called to a higher standard. How do we get there? I believe we need to stop doing some things we are doing and start doing some things we may be neglecting.

We Need to Stop Comparing


The first step we need to take in our Christian walk is to stop comparing ourselves to others. We can always find someone whom we think is beneath us, and by comparing ourselves to them we feel good about ourselves. Paul warns against this in 2 Corinthians 10:12,”We do not dare to classify or compare ourselves with some who commend themselves. When they measure themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, they are not wise.”  I like the way the Jewish New Testament renders it:

We don’t dare class or compare ourselves with some of the people who advertise themselves. In measuring themselves against each other and comparing themselves with each other, they are simply stupid.
 

Dan Baumann pulls no punches when he explains,

“When they measure themselves by themselves and com​pare themselves with themselves, they are not wise.” That is literally, stupid. It is stupid to compare yourself with yourself and with those like yourself. They compared themselves with inadequate people—carnal saints—so that they would look adequate. You can always do that if you want to look good; compare yourselves with those who aren’t doing well. But, what you really need to do is compare yourself with those who are walking with God. Or better yet, stand before a holy God and watch your pride disintegrate. What happened to Isaiah? Isaiah was in the temple, the Lord was high and lifted up—”holy, holy, holy.” Isaiah doesn’t say, “I’m looking good.” He says, “Woe is me, I’m undone” (see Isa. 6:5). If you are full of pride, saying, “I performed well, and I’m really moving on,” and have an inflated view of your own importance, walk into the presence of our Holy God and you’ll recog​nize how far short we all fall. But if you compare yourself with yourself and with people like yourself, there’s no incentive to move on.


Think about the twelve just before the Last Supper. According to Luke 22:24-27,

Also a dispute arose among them as to which of them was considered to be greatest. Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors. But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves.” 


Here they are, comparing themselves with themselves, arguing about who was the greatest among them, while the Son of God knelt down and washed their filthy feet. And what did He say after completing that task? “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14). In other words, “Quit comparing yourselves to each other and start comparing yourselves to Me.” When Jesus is our standard, we will never feel complacent in our spiritual growth, and like Paul we will continue to press forward toward holiness.

We Need To Stop Compromising


The second step in our Christian walk is that we need to stop compromising. There are times when compromise is a good and healthy thing, as in negotiations of contracts or treaties. But when in comes to holiness, compromise is not an option. Moral compromise is simply immorality.

From the very beginning God wanted His people to be distinct from the rest of the world. He said through Moses in Leviticus 20:23-24,

You must not live according to the customs of the nations I am going to drive out before you… I am the Lord your God, who has set you apart from the nations. 


Israel was not to be like all the other nations around them. God wanted to set them apart—which is the literal meaning of holiness—to be an example of what God wanted all people to be. But what happened? As soon as the Israelites settled in their Promised Land, they began compromising the commands God had given them, imitating the other people around them, worshipping their idols and committing their sins. After a period of time when judges ruled, the Israelites said to Samuel, “We want a king over us. Then we will be like all the other nations, with a king to lead us and to go out before us and fight our battles” (1 Samuel 8:19-20, emphasis added). Of course, that was the beginning of all sorts of problems for the people of Israel—just as God predicted it would.


As Christians we are similarly called to be distinct. Peter writes, “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light” (1 Peter 2:9). The King James Version renders the fourth descriptive as “a peculiar people”—not meaning odd or strange, but different and separate from the world around us. Paul commands in Romans 12:2,

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

J. B. Phillips paraphrases that first phrase: “Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold.” That is so vivid…and so true! The world wants to squeeze you into its own mold. Why? To mute our testimony for Christ. When we take a stand against the sinful ways of the world, we make the world uncomfortable. (Picture in your mind turning on a light in a dark room and watching the bugs scatter!) Deep down inside those outside of Christ know that their way of life is wrong. They won’t admit to that, but it is there. When they see Christians living the way they should, they feel convicted. But if they can get Christians to compromise—to live like they do—then they can excuse themselves from those feelings.

We must stop compromising our Christianity. We must be distinct from the world around us. As Robert Haldane wrote in his classic commentary on Romans, 

Let not men be so far the dupes of self–deception as to reckon themselves Christians, while they are unchanged in heart and life. “﻿If any man be in Christ, he is a new creature (or creation); old things are passed away, behold, all things are become new.﻿” If there be not a radical difference between their present state and that in which they were by nature, they have no title to the character of Christians.
 

It takes more than a certificate of baptism or church membership to make a difference in the world. It takes character—something different that the rest of the world if they are going to take any notice of us at all.

We Need To Start Conforming


The final step in the Christian walk is a positive one: We need to start conforming. Paul does not stop in Romans 12:2 with the phrase, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world.” He goes on to add the positive, “but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” This is the difference, the distinctiveness of the Christian that will shine like a light in a dark world.

The Greek word rendered transform is the same as transfigure in Matthew 17:2, describing the transfiguration of Jesus. It has come into our English language as the word “metamorphosis.” It describes a change from within. The world wants to change the Christian’s mind, so it exerts pressure from without. But the Holy Spirit changes the Christian’s mind by releasing power from within.
 


That same Greek word appears one other place in Paul’s letters, in 2 Corinthians 3:18, “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.”  Notice how we are being changed: we are being transformed into his likeness. Romans 8:29 speaks of being “conformed to the likeness of his Son.” In other words, we are being made like Jesus.


Earlier I mentioned 1 John 2:6 and its use of the word “walk” in reference to lifestyle. I’d like to return to that passage and see it in its larger context. Beginning with verse three, 

We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. The man who says, “I know him,” but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did (1 John 2:3-6).


Or, in the words of John Stott, “We cannot claim to live in him unless we behave like him.”
 


“Well, that’s easy to say,” someone might argue “but what does it really mean? How are we supposed to live like Christ? You talk about ‘holiness,’ but what does it look like in real life?”


Good question! I think we find the answer to that in the Scripture read earlier in our service, Ephesians 4:17-32,

So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more. 

You, however, did not come to know Christ that way. Surely you heard of him and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. 

Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. “In your anger do not sin”: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold. He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need. 

Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 

Drop down a few verses to Ephesians 5:3-5,

But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving. For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.


How’s that for a list? Having established the principle of “putting off the old self”—stop compromising with the world—and “putting on the new self”—start conforming to the image of Christ—Paul gets painfully specific about what it all looks like in real life: 



STOP:




START:


lying




telling the truth



losing your temper


controlling your temper



stealing



work constructively



tearing each other down verbally
build each other up verbally



holding grudges


forgiving one another



sexual immorality (even a hint!)
relating to others in purity



obscene, coarse, foolish talk

thanksgiving and praise



being greedy for material things
contentment with what we have


Need I go on? I think we get the picture. We need to be different than the world; we need to be more like Christ. In short, we need to be holy. Why? As Hebrews 12:14 puts it, “Make every effort…to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.”
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