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I remember a day many years ago, I was sitting in my car outside the middle 

school that my daughter, Emily, was attending, waiting to pick her up after 

tennis practice.  And as I was sitting there, I found myself watching the 

football team practice.  Now, I was giving the football coach the benefit of 

the doubt.  I assumed he had a plan for this practice, that all of the elements 

of this practice – from warm-ups through drills through running plays – had 

been prepared ahead of time, that this day’s practice was one piece in a 

bigger plan so that the team would be prepared and ready and fit for the next 

game. 
  

Well, if that was the coach’s intention, you couldn’t tell it from watching the 

players.  Because they were really slacking through the drills.  I watched 

them do one of those back-and-forth, sideline-to-sideline running drills.  

Now, let me be candid – when I was in middle school, I always slacked 

through the running drills, too.  In fact, most kids, most of the time, just go 

through the motions when it comes to drills.  Because most kids have this 

notion that they are naturally talented, they are “come through in the clutch” 

kind of people, that practice is pretty much a waste of their time: “Why can’t 

we just play the game?”  Because kids don’t understand that it’s only by 

working the practice that you practice the work.  That getting better, getting 

good, is about practice and discipline and commitment and work. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Our Scripture passage this morning could be heard as a pep talk – a pre-

game pep talk – by a spiritual coach, a church leader who knows that if 



 2 

we’re going to play the game of being a disciple of Jesus Christ, it’s going to 

require practice and discipline and commitment and work.  Listen to the 

coach – the Apostle Peter – as he brings us the word of God from his first 

letter, chapter one: 
 

   Therefore: prepare your minds for action and exercise self-control.  Put all 

your hope in the gracious salvation that will come to you when Jesus Christ is 

revealed to the world.  So you must live as God’s obedient children.  Don’t 

slip back into your old ways of living to satisfy your own desires.  You didn’t 

know any better then.  But now you must be holy in everything you do, just as 

God who chose you is holy.  For the Scriptures say, “You must be holy 

because I am holy.”  
  

This passage begins with the word “Therefore”.  A favorite Bible teacher of 

mine always told me that when you come to a “therefore”, you better find 

out what it’s “there for.” 
  

Peter’s “Therefore” follows the powerful opening verses of his letter, where 

he lays out the greatness of the salvation that God has given us in Jesus 

Christ: 

• In God’s great mercy, He has given us new birth into a living hope 

through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead (1:3). 

• God has given us an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade – 

kept in heaven for us (1:4). 

• Though we haven’t seen Christ, we love him and believe in him, 

which fills us with an inexpressible joy (1:8). 

• And Peter concludes: “Even angels long to look into these things” 
(1:12). 

 

In other words, Peter begins by reminding the churches of the good news, of 

the foundation of their faith, of the rock upon which they stand. 
  

 “Therefore”, says Peter.  In view of this good news, in light of God’s 

goodness to us, because we have been given the priceless gift of Jesus Christ 

and the new life in him – “Therefore”, Peter tells us to do four things: 
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1. Prepare our minds for action. 

2. Exercise self-control. 

3. Set our hope on God’s grace revealed in Christ, and 

4. Obey what God desires for us, rather than following the conflicted 

desires of our hearts. 
  

And then Peter sums up everything he’s trying to say by reaching all the way 

back to the oldest part of the Old Testament, quoting from Leviticus, chapter 

11: “You must be holy in everything you do, just as God who chose you is 

holy.  For the Scriptures say, “You must be holy because I am holy” [Leviticus 

11:44-45]. 
 

*   *   * 
  

In the past I’ve given a children’s moment, telling the kids that the name 

“Christian” means, literally, “little Christ.”  That to claim the name of 

“Christian” is not only stating who we believe in, but it’s also a claim about 

how we live our lives – we seek to live our lives as Christ lived his life.  The 

Apostle Paul puts this same thought in these words in his letter to the 

Ephesians: “In everything you do, imitate God, because you are his dear 

children” (5:1).   
  

Be imitators of God, be little Christs.  And the New Testament is full of 

passages where we are called to live in a certain way, to behave in a certain 

way, because this behavior is a true reflection of God Himself: 

• The God who is love wants us to be loving people – and so we are 

called to love our neighbor as ourselves. 

• The God who is kind wants us to be kind people – and so we are 

called to be kind to each other. 

• The God who forgives sinners wants us to be forgiving people – and 

so we are called to be forgiving. 

• The God who is gracious wants His grace to overflow the lives of His 

people – and so we are called to live grace-full lives. 
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But then Peter throws in one more imitation: “The God who is holy has 

made us his holy people – and so we are called to lives of holiness.” 
  

And what was beginning to sound like a beautiful symphony all of sudden 

strikes a sour note.  You see, we all wish we were more loving and kind and 

forgiving and gracious.  But we’re not particularly anxious to be holy. 
 

*   *   * 
  

We are not particularly anxious to be holy.   
  

First, because we don’t understand what the word “holy” means.  We hear 

the word “holy” and all the images that come to mind are pretty depressing: 

self-righteous, prudish, hyper-religious, smug, humorless.  But this is a 

terrible misunderstanding of what the Bible means by the word “holy”. 
  

 “Holy”, in the Bible, is overwhelmingly used to describe God, not human 

beings.  We began our worship this morning singing the great hymn, “Holy, 

holy, holy! Lord God Almighty!”  You see, we use all the words we can 

think of to describe the greatness of God – words like majesty, splendor, 

glory, righteousness, power – but in the end, the Bible sums up all these 

words with the word “holy.”  “Holy” points to the very nature of God 

Himself, the inner being of God that is beyond and above and deeper than 

anything else and everything else we think of as good and beautiful and 

wonderful. 
  

Much less frequently, the Bible uses the word “holy” to refer to people and 

things, and in all these cases the meaning is much more limited.  You see, 

when the Bible uses the world “holy” in reference to people and things, the 

word doesn’t carry a moral connotation.  We see this most clearly in the Old 

Testament descriptions of the Temple.  We read about “holy offerings” and 

“holy furnishings” and “holy vessels”.  And it’s clear that the Bible isn’t 

talking about the moral qualities of these things, as if a bowl or a cup could 

be good or bad.  No.  All these things are called “holy”, not because of their 

intrinsic goodness, but because these things have been set apart, they have 
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been set apart for a particular purpose, they have been set apart for the 

purpose of serving God. 
  

Here’s an example.  We call this room the “sanctuary”, which means, 

literally, the “holy place.”  And this room is a holy place.  Why?  Because 

God is especially present in this room?  No.  Because of its beauty and 

craftsmanship?  No.  We call this room the “holy place” for one simple 

reason: this room is holy because we have set this room apart for the 

worship of God.  So if the youth group were to come in here some Sunday 

evening, push all the benches to the side and turn this room in to a bowling 

alley, it would be wrong.  But not in a “Raiders of the Lost Ark” kind of 

way, that there’s some kind of magic power that would be desecrated and a 

few kids would get zapped.  It would be wrong to turn this room into a 

bowling alley because it’s a holy room – it’s been set apart for the worship 

of God. 
  

To be holy, in the Biblical sense of the word, means to be set apart for God’s 

service. 
 

*   *   * 
  

But we’re not anxious to be holy, not only because we don’t understand 

what the word “holy” means, but also because to be holy is asking too much 

of us. 
  

When it comes to holiness, we’re kind of like those middle school football 

players.  We like to play the game of being a Christian, but we’re not 

particularly anxious to put in the work.  Sure, we show up at practice and 

give an hour of our time on Sunday.  Yeah, we learn some plays and run 

some drills in Bible study or mission work.  But we’re always holding back.  

We don’t want to run full-out all the time.  We don’t want to keep repeating 

stuff over and over again until it’s second nature.  We’re not that interested 

in practice and discipline and commitment and work – we’d prefer just to 

play. 
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When Peter says to us, “Be holy”, we’d just as soon take a pass.  Because 

who really wants to be holy? 
  

About four times a year, I visit an elderly member of our church who lives in 

a nursing home.  He is delightful to visit with, but, as he has gotten older, his 

circle of conversation is starting to repeat itself in tighter and tighter circles.  

But one thing he always talks about is how he adores his daughter-in-law, 

who grew up at Liberty.  “She’s the best thing we got out of church”, he 

always says with a wink.  And then, every time, his smile turns into a more 

quizzical expression, as he continues, “Her parents were nice, but they were 

very religious.  ‘Holy Joes’, you know.” 
  

Yeah, we know.  We don’t want to be “Holy Joes” either.  But Peter looks us 

straight in the eye and gives us the command of God Himself: “Be holy in 

everything you do, because I am holy”: 
 

•  “Prepare your mind for action”, Peter says, which literally translates, 

“Gird up the loins of your mind.”  The image is of a first-century man 

in his robe, getting ready to do some serious work, and the first thing 

he does is pick up the bottom of his robe and tucks it in his belt so that 

his legs are free to work.  “Roll up your sleeves” is what we’d say 

today.  Peter is saying that being a disciple of Jesus Christ is work – 

so roll up your sleeves and get to it. 
 

•  “Be self-controlled”, Peter says, and it’s much better translated 

literally – “sober up”.  Because the buzz of good religious feelings is 

not strong enough to build a Christian life upon – it tends to vanish 

when it’s time to decide to do the right thing. 
 

•  “Live as God’s obedient children.  Don’t slip back into your old ways 

of living to satisfy your own desires.”  If we are to be holy – if we are 

to be set apart for God for the service of God – we need to wrap our 

hearts around what God wants for us and let go of all the other desires 

that crowd our heart.  If we are to be holy, we have to give up trying 
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to conform to the people around us and to desire to be transformed by 

the new life of Jesus Christ.  
 

*   *   * 
  

 “Therefore … you must be holy in everything you do, just as God who chose 

you is holy.  For the Scriptures say, ‘You must be holy because I am holy.’” 

 

Friends: 

• God is calling us to be set apart from the world and its distorted 

values.   

• God is calling us to set aside the other agendas that make us too busy 

to be God’s person.  

• God is calling us to be set apart for serving Him.   

• God is calling us to be holy – holy in our lives, holy in our love, 

wholly living after the pattern of our holy God.   

 

AMEN 
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