NAVS Discipleship materials

Living Distinctive Lives – Holiness
Aim – To explore the truth that holiness is something that we are called to as Christians as a result of our new identity in Christ. To consider what is involved in living a holy life and some of the issues we face. To ensure that we are neither immersed in our culture (so that we are of this world) nor cut of from that culture (so that we are not in the world).

Introduction – Peter says that just as He who calls us is holy so we are to be holy in all that we do (1 Peter 1:13-16). The process of holiness (sanctification) is about being progressively becoming like the Lord Jesus. There is no such thing as instant holiness, but when we become Christians we begin a journey towards Christlikeness. It is toward holiness that we should be striving. That journey will not end until we reach heaven. In chapter 2 Peter urges them to abstain from sinful desires because of their new identity in Christ (v11). We are a royal priesthood, a holy people and we have been called out of darkness into His wonderful light (v10). Holiness is essentially about setting ourselves to live for the Lord Jesus and living distinctive lives from those around us. Holiness is a matter of the choices we make in everyday life concerning our actions, our conversation, our motives and our attitudes. In this session I want us to consider some of the pressures facing students seeking to live holy lives at university and next week we will think about the many opportunities for witness through those pressures. 

What do you think will make living a holy life difficult as a student? Why are the pressures to conform so strong? What instructions does Paul give to the Ephesians? What do these instructions mean in practice? Where do we struggle personally? What reasons does Paul give as to why they should follow these instructions? What then should be our motivation to be holy?

· For most of us university brings a radically new independence from our parents and from many of the things that have influenced us in the past. This freedom does however come with many new challenges and responsibilities. Many of us will not be used to the widespread availability of alcohol, drugs and sex. In the past we may not have had the opportunity to indulge in these things. Even if we have, the pressure to indulge in these things will never have been so great as they will be at university. We are living amongst non-Christians and the pressure to conform and to be like everybody else is strong. It is easy for Holiness to be discarded in our natural pursuit of belonging, acceptance and security. 

· In Ephesians 4:17-5:20 Paul gives the Christians in Ephesus many varied instructions on a wide range of issues. He tells them not to continue to live as they did before they became Christians or to continue to live like those around them (4:17). He tells them to put off the old self, to be renewed in their minds and put on the new self (4:22-24). He tells them to put off falsehood and speak truthfully (4:25). He tells them not to steal but to work honestly (4:28). He tells them to watch what they say, ensuring that what they say is helpful rather than unwholesome (4:29). He tells them to get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, slander and malice (4:31). He tells them to be kind, compassionate and forgiving (4:32). He calls them to be imitators of God and to live a life of hope (5:1-2). He tells them not to allow any sexual immorality, impurity, greed, obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking (5:3-4). Finally he tells them not to get drunk (5:18). This is a fairly extensive list covering many aspects of our lives. We must particularly consider what Paul has to say on drinking, the way that we work, sexual immorality and our speech. If the Bible is the word of God then we must take these commands seriously.

· Paul however is not just giving them a list of rules, for he supports each command with the reasons why they are important. Some of the reasons that Paul gives for living as he has commanded are as follows. Paul says that their old lifestyle was a pointless pursuit of sensual pleasure and was the result of ignorance and hardness of heart (4:18,19). Paul says that such things are improper or out of place for God’s holy people (5:3). He says that they had been forgiven and that they are now dearly loved children (5:1). He says that no immoral, impure or greedy person has any inheritance in God’s Kingdom (5:5). He says that because of these things God’s wrath is coming on those who are disobedient (5:6). Finally Paul says that a dramatic change has taken place, that they were once in darkness but now they are in the light (5:8). 

· If we try to be holy out of a sense of duty we will only end up becoming legalistic. Holiness should be the natural consequence of the grace that has been shown to us. We know that are we saved by grace, through faith and not by works. Yet we also know that works without deeds are dead. Saving faith is evidenced by our obedience to Christ. We should want to live holy lives because of what God has done for us in sending Jesus to the cross to pay for all our rebellion against Him.

What kind of environment did Daniel face in Babylon? How does that environment compare to the student world? How did Daniel react to his new environment? Why does Daniel resolve not to eat the royal food and wine? What can we learn from Daniel’s attitude and actions when our Biblical convictions are challenged? How do we strike a balance between being ‘in the world’ while not being ‘of the world’

· Daniel and his friends also left their homes to go and study in Babylon (Daniel 1:1-21). They were probably only 12-14 years old but they were taken off to Babylon where they were placed in a 3-year training programme to prepare them to oversee Jewish affairs in the Babylonian Empire. The intention was to assimilate them into the new culture so they would lose any inclination to rebel. They would then be equipped to be administrators in their home country, with the advantage of knowing the people and their customs but working for Babylon. Daniel was willing to study Babylonian literature and language, he was even given a Babylonian name. We’re told that God gave Daniel and his friends knowledge and understanding of all kinds of literature and learning (v17). Even though Daniel had a very different way of thinking to the Babylonians he was willing to co-operate and be involved in the culture in which he had been placed.
· It is not easy leaving home and having to adjust to new surroundings and the new challenges that doing so brings. It is not surprising then that a crisis of conscience erupted when the first meal was served. The Israelites considered the food from Nebuchadnezzar’s table to be contaminated because the first portion of it was offered to idols. Likewise a portion of the wine was poured out on a pagan altar. Ceremonially unclean animals were used and were neither slaughtered nor prepared according to the regulations of the law. Daniel was faced with a choice, either he could say nothing and just keep his head down or he could take a stand and refuse to conform. Daniel demonstrated the strength of his convictions by making a stand even on this seemingly minor issue. While Daniel was willing to be part of that culture he refused to compromise on this issue that went against God’s law. We too need to make a stand on things that we know to be wrong. We may have to refuse to get drunk with our friends, sleep around or be involved in crude conversation and innuendo. Whatever the issue may be we must take a stand on issues which compromise our faith. Daniel lived a holy life because he was willing to live differently to those around him despite the consequences he might face as a result. It will not be easy to stand out from those around us and we may be ridiculed for doing so but if we are to live for Christ it is a choice that we must make. If we make a stand early it will be easier to do so again and again whenever necessary.

· God blessed Daniel’s resolve to remain holy and not to defile himself with the King’s royal food and wine. When Daniel asked the chief official for permission not to eat the food and the wine, he suggested a test for 10 days to see whether they would look any worse than those who were eating the Kings food and wine. God blessed the stand they had made and in fact after 10 days they looked better and healthier than the others. God also gave Daniel and his friends success in that culture. They were so successful that in every matter of wisdom and understanding they were 10 times better than the Kings magicians. God will bless us for taking a stand for Him and for living distinctive lives in a pagan society. 

· Some people in their pursuit of holiness cut themselves off from the world. Our call to holiness is not something we should be willing to compromise on but some withdraw from society to their Christian cliques. On the other hand other people are so immersed in their culture that they are barely recognisably different from the world. Our call to be involved in the world around us is crucial if any of them are to come to Christ but some allow their lives to be shaped by the world that we are in. When Jesus prayed for his disciples in John 17:15-19, He asked that they would be ‘in the world’ but ‘not of the world’. We must ensure there is a balance between our willingness to be involved in our world and our resolve not to compromise. It is this principle which comes so clearly from Daniel 1. The implications of this truth are that we will have to work through many of the difficult situations and issues we face in the light of scripture. The Bible does not give us all the answers to those issues but it does give us the necessary principles in order to be able to decide what issues we will refuse to compromise on.

Conclusion – There are practical ways we can help ourselves to live holy and pleasing lives in service to God. Firstly we need to have good Christian friends who we can talk to about spiritual things and who can hold us accountable. Secondly we need to spend time in regular prayer and mediation on the Bible. In Psalm 119:9,11 the Psalmist asks ‘how can a young man keep his way pure?’ The Psalmist answers the question himself saying that he must live according to God’s word. How can we expect to live according to God’s word if we are not regularly spending time reading it? Thirdly we need to find things that will remind us of our identity in Christ and the relationship we have with Him. We need to keep this key motivation for living a holy life in constant focus. Finally we need to constantly ask ourselves ‘what would Jesus do?’ If we are serious about following and serving God then we will be serious about living for Him in the way in which He wants us to. 
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1 Peter 1:13-16 & 2:9-11 “Therefore, prepare your minds for action; be self-controlled; set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed. 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’…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. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul.”

Ephesians 4:17-5:20 “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. 

Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 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. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God's wrath comes on those who are disobedient. Therefore do not be partners with them. 

For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) and find out what pleases the Lord. Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret. But everything exposed by the light becomes visible, for it is light that makes everything visible. This is why it is said: ‘Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.’

Be very careful, then, how you live--not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Daniel 1:1-21 “In the 3rd year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it. And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, along with some of the articles from the temple of God. These he carried off to the temple of his god in Babylonia and put in the treasure house of his god. Then the king ordered Ashpenaz, chief of his court officials, to bring in some of the Israelites from the royal family and the nobility-- young men without any physical defect, handsome, showing aptitude for every kind of learning, well informed, quick to understand, and qualified to serve in the king's palace. He was to teach them the language and literature of the Babylonians. The king assigned them a daily amount of food and wine from the king's table. They were to be trained for three years, and after that they were to enter the king's service. Among these were some from Judah: Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. The chief official gave them new names: to Daniel, the name Belteshazzar; to Hananiah, Shadrach; to Mishael, Meshach; and to Azariah, Abednego. 

But Daniel resolved not to defile himself with the royal food and wine, and he asked the chief official for permission not to defile himself this way. Now God had caused the official to show favor and sympathy to Daniel, but the official told Daniel, ‘I am afraid of my lord the king, who has assigned your food and drink. Why should he see you looking worse than the other young men your age? The king would then have my head because of you.’ Daniel then said to the guard whom the chief official had appointed over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah, ‘Please test your servants for ten days: Give us nothing but vegetables to eat and water to drink. Then compare our appearance with that of the young men who eat the royal food, and treat your servants in accordance with what you see.’ So he agreed to this and tested them for ten days. 

At the end of the ten days they looked healthier and better nourished than any of the young men who ate the royal food. So the guard took away their choice food and the wine they were to drink and gave them vegetables instead. To these four young men God gave knowledge and understanding of all kinds of literature and learning. And Daniel could understand visions and dreams of all kinds. At the end of the time set by the king to bring them in, the chief official presented them to Nebuchadnezzar. The king talked with them, and he found none equal to Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah; so they entered the king's service. In every matter of wisdom and understanding about which the king questioned them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and enchanters in his whole kingdom.” 

2 Corinthians 5:17 “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”

John 17:15-19 “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world. For them I sanctify myself, that they too may be truly sanctified.
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