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Greetings: 

General Introduction:

We, the Christians of the 21st century, are just as ‘pragmatic’ as our contemporaries are it appears. ‘What works or what gives success in this materialistically oriented and competitive world?’ seems to be the most important question. The question is not whether something is right or holy and acceptable in the sight of God. In this context, the historic Christian teaching on holiness seems to be largely forgotten/neglected or at least not emphasized as it used to be some time ago. It is definitely not the most popular topic that preachers speak on in our churches and fellowships. There was a time in history when Christians laid great emphasis on the reality of God’s call to holiness and spoke and wrote with great conviction and deep insight about it. However, for about 30 years or so and more so now the emphasis has been on success and positive feelings - getting health, wealth, and prosperity. When we walk into a Christian bookstore, we will find any number of “how – to” books and other resources on all these and many others topics, but hardly any books or videos (or even TV programs) on holiness. What is valued in our Church leaders – preachers, teachers, pastors, writers, televangelists, and leaders of parachurch organizations like staff workers, committee members, etc., does not seem to be their holiness, but their giftedness, skills, and resources. Even among us graduates, the one who has more money is the most successful one and unfortunately it is not character that determines success or failure. 

The story of a man who walked through the woods by a particular road long time ago – A man wanted to go back to village after many years and walk the way he walked when he was relatively young. It was the way to the near by hillock. He was sad that the way no longer existed. He found out that over the years, not many people continued to walk that way and because of the rains and storms, that path disappeared. He stood there for a while a felt as if he had lost something very special and valuable, because he used to go to the hillock and relax and reflect on a regular basis. 

The Biblical truth about holiness has become somewhat like that road – not many Christians are serious about this, one of the most important truths of the Christian faith, and it is almost like an outdated thing now. 

Therefore, I am very glad that our leaders have chosen ‘holiness’ as the theme for our Triennial Graduates’ Conference. It is my prayer that all the participants in all the different regions should go with a deep commitment to holiness in daily living. Our study is broken down into two divisions, each with two parts in it. A. Doctrinal/Theoretical Consideration-Understanding God’s Holiness and Our Holiness: 1) Holiness of the Triune God is the Basis of and Motivation for Our Holiness, 2) What it means for us to be holy in our lives. B. Practical Consideration of Holiness in Daily Life – Understanding how we can be holy: 3) Holy Thinking is Necessary for Holy Living, and 4) Paul’s Teaching on how we can be holy in our daily life (Romans 6 – 8 and 12: 1)

Exposition No. 1: Holiness of the Triune God is the Basis of and Motivation for Our Holiness

Introduction:

The belief in the trinity is the most important and foundational aspect of Christianity. According to the Bible, there is no God, but the triune God (one God in essence existing eternally as three persons) of the Bible or Christianity and we humans are created by and in the image and likeness of this God. Humans are the crown of God’s creative work and the most God-like creatures. God is the ultimate standard and pattern for our life. The apostle Peter says, quoting the Words of the Lord found in the OT statement, “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”” in 1 Peter 1: 15-16. The phrase, ‘be holy, because I am holy’ is a quotation from Leviticus and we can find it several times in that book (for example, see 11: 44-45; 19:2 and 20:7). We are made holy (justified) and called to be holy (to be sanctified) as Paul says in 1 Cor. 1: 2. The reason why we ought to be holy is that our God is holy. There is no other god in the world of religions that could say or have said this (1 Sam. 2: 2). The God of the Bible, the Judeo-Christian faith is unique. Therefore, in this study we will try to arrive at an understanding of the nature of God’s holiness and draw out the implications of this truth for our lives.

Holiness in the Trinity (Triune God) – the General Understanding

The Bible says that God is holy (1 Samuel 2: 2; Psalm 99: 3, 5, 9; 111: 9; Isaiah 5: 16; 6: 3; 40: 25; Rev. 4: 8) and his ways are holy (Psalm 77: 13; 2 Samuel 22: 31). R. C. Sproul thinks that God’s holiness is one of the most important ideas that a Christian can ever grapple with and that it is basic to our whole understanding of God and of Christianity.
 But how do we understand God’s holiness? Often we think and talk of holiness with reference to sin. When we say that someone is holy, what we mean is that he or she is without sin. But this is a negative definition of holiness and cannot be applied to God (at least as an exhaustive description of God’s holiness), because God is eternal, sin is temporal, and God is eternally holy. God certainly is eternally sinless. However, even before God created anything and before sin entered into God’s creation, God was holy. Therefore, this common negative understanding of God’s holiness is only partial or even mis-understanding. Hence, we should understand the holiness of God in terms of some intrinsic aspects of God’s nature and not just in terms of sinlessness. R. C. Sproul says, “When we speak of God’s holiness, we are accustomed to associating it almost exclusively with the purity and righteousness of God. Surely the idea of holiness contains these virtues, but they are not the primary meaning of holiness.”
 Holiness describes what God is (His essential nature, not so much an attribute of God as it is the very core of His being) and sinlessness describes what God is not. Therefore, we need to look into God’s word to gain a more comprehensive picture of God’s holiness.

Holiness in the Trinity – A Positive and Comprehensive Biblical Understanding 

The best way to understand God’s holiness positively is to look at the eternal and perfectly harmonious coexistence of the tree members of the Holy Trinity being bound by love, a relational quality. God is love (1 John 4: 8). However, what kind of God can be love or a loving God? Only a God with internal relationality can be eternally loving and we find such a God only in the Bible. For love to be a reality, there must be plurality in God, because there must be the subject of love (the one who loves), the object of love (the one who is loved), and a medium of expression or communication of that love. If this is not the case, if God is just a unity without any plurality (as Muslim friends believe), then such a God cannot be eternally loving. Such a God, before creation of any entities that He could love, would have just had the potentiality to love and would have had to depend on His creation to actualize that potentiality. Such a being who necessarily depends on his creation cannot be truly God and worthy of worship. The Pantheistic (Advaitic) God, an impersonal or non-personal Brahman, cannot be a loving being. 

The only alternative for a Muslim would be to say that in eternity, before the creation of the world, God loved himself. However, self-love, as we all know, is not a virtue. Self-centeredness is a negative quality and true love is always other-centered. That is why the biblical concept of love (Gk. Agape) is one of ‘self-less self-giving solely for the sake or benefit of the other, without expecting anything in return for personal benefit’. Only in the Christian world-view do we find a truly loving God, a triune God where the Father loves the Son through the medium of the Holy Spirit, the Son loves the Father through the medium of the Holy Spirit, and so on. There is un-compromised personal existence and individuality, perfectly loving and harmonious interrelatedness, unity in essence or divine nature, oneness in purpose, plan, and execution, and a healthy diversity in personality and preeminence in a particular work. 

Each of the members of the Trinity is distinct in personal existence (transcendence) and there is mutual interpenetration (Gk. Perichoresis) and mutual abiding (immanence). The relationship among the three members of the trinity is such that there is no dominance and vying for supremacy. Instead, there is mutual submission and exaltation (John 17: 1-5 and 24-26), honoring each other, and unity (in purpose and work) unlike the three gods of the Thrimuthy. Mutual love and honour in the Trinity (John 3: 35; 5: 20; 14: 31; 16: 14) is the heart of the holiness in the God of the Bible. Thus, in the Trinity, there is essential equality (all three members are equally divine in nature – John 10: 30) and functional subordination (submitting one to another in functioning). For example, we see some of this truth in John 14: 28; 17: 1-3; 20: 17; 1 Cor. 15: 28; Hebrews 3: 2; 5: 8; John 14: 26; 16: 7). There is co-operation and working together in unity, but no competition. There is no other God like this in any of the world religions and philosophies. This unique holiness in the Holy Trinity is the perfect model for human relationships at all levels and all spheres. Hence, the Church should be an image of the Trinity and so a Christian family too, for the family is Church in miniature. This understanding of the Trinity gives us an idea of the intrinsic holiness of God. Given the truth that God is holy in Himself, it makes sense to say that God is holy in His relationship to the created order of things, because the holiness in God is reflected in His relationship to the creation or creatures. 

Theologically speaking, God’s goodness and greatness are captured by the biblical word holy (Heb. Qados and Gk. Hagios), which has two distinct meanings. The primary meaning is ‘apartness’ or ‘otherness’. When we say that God is holy, we call attention to the profound difference between Him and all creatures and creation. Holiness refers to God’s transcendent majesty. He is ‘other’ or different from us in His glory (the weightiness of His whole nature and attributes). God can be transcendent or other to or distinct from creation, because within the Trinity itself there is transcendence or otherness: The Father is distinct from the Son, the Son is distinct from the Father, and so on in terms of personality or personal subsistence. The secondary meaning refers to God’s pure and righteous actions. God does what is right and never does what is wrong. God always acts in a righteous manner, because His nature is holy. It calls attention t His absolute purity. Thus, we can distinguish between the internal righteousness of God (His holy nature) and the external righteousness of God (His actions).
 God is holy in His being and hence is holy in His doing and both these dimensions of God’s holiness should be held in the right tension. 

The Jews were so gripped by the truth of God’s greatness and otherness as well as His absolute purity, in contrast to their own fallen/sinful condition, that they could not conceive of approaching or going near God. They could not even utter His name. In fact, they were terrified by the presence of the Holy God (Exodus 20: 18-20). God’s glory looked like a ‘consuming fire’ (Exo. 24: 15-17). God himself told Moses, when he wanted to see the glory of God, that no one could see God’s face/God and live (Exo. 33: 18-23). Earlier on when the Lord had spoken from the burning bush, Moses learnt about God’s holiness and he was afraid to look at God and hid his face (Exo. 3: 1-6).

Because of incarnation, in Christ, humans could see the face of God. However, we should not forget this aspect of the truth about God-Mankind relationship that because we are so different from Him and He is so separate from us we cannot approach him. He dwells in unapproachable brilliance of light (1 Tim. 6: 16). He is consuming fire. This should help us in understanding the level to which the Son of God humbled himself in the incarnation (Philippians 2:5-11). Often we tend to forget about the transcendent glory of God, because of our knowledge of God in the flesh. However, we should remember that God is the same in His glory and being, although He has given us access to Himself in Christ. Without ceasing to be God, without loosing any of His attributes (which is unthinkable), God the Son took humanity upon Himself and thus humbled Himself to the level of a servant and laid aside His glory. One response to this unchanging holiness and glory of God is worship. That is why there is this unending worship of God by the angels who unceasingly says, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6: 3 and Rev. 4: 8). When we worship Him in integrity, we will be transformed into his likeness, for we become like the one that we adore and worship. Moreover, it is not possible for us to worship the Holy Trinity with integrity without being holy in our lives. 

Holiness in the Trinity – the Basis, Motivation and Model for Our Holiness

Without holiness, we cannot see the Lord (Hebrews 12: 14). Hence, the goal of salvation and particularly sanctification, in a sense, is holiness and it should be one of our top priorities in our personal and corporate life. We have not given this kind of importance to holiness in our lives and we need to repent and confess this failure to the Lord. Repentance and confession are prerequisite practical steps to holiness in our daily lives. However, when the Bible says that we should be holy as He is holy, it does not mean that we share in God’s divine majesty. That is impossible, because God is infinite and we are finite. It means that we are to reflect God’s character in our relationships one with another (John 13: 34-35; Phil. 2:5-11)) and be different from the normal human fallen sinfulness. 

We are called to imitate God’s goodness and to reflect and mirror His character and activity in our lives. In this sense, the Bible knows nothing of the individualistic holiness in isolation that we are familiar with in our culture. People think that a ‘guru’, ‘rishi’, or ‘sanyasi’ who goes to the top of a mountain or sits under a tree outside the town or in a cave and thus is isolated from others physically is a holy person. However, “the Bible knows nothing of solitary saints or spiritual hermits isolated from other believers and deprived of fellowship,”
 as Rick Warren says. The only holiness that the Bible recognizes is holiness in relationships. The perfect community of the Holy Trinity, the Eternal Community created us humans for a community and recreated us in Christ as a community or a perfect community in the making. Therefore, the real test of our holiness is our life in the real world with real people that we live on a daily basis. It is in the family, neighborhood, workplace, and so on that our holiness is seen most authentically and clearly. J. I. Packer says, “Biblical holiness is in this sense an unambiguously worldly holiness. Without conforming to the world by becoming materialistic, extravagant, or a grabber and empire-builder of any kind, the Christian must operate as a servant of God in the world, serving others for the Lord’s sake. So the assertion I make, and must now myself face, is that the way I relate to others is the essence of my holiness in the sight of God, just as it is one index of it in the sight of men and women.”
 We will take a detailed look at all this, but let us now make a commitment that we will seek and strive to be holy, because God is holy. Let us make holiness one of the top priorities in our daily living as we close in prayer. Let us confess our failure in true repentance and plead for God’s help and mercy, knowing that we cannot enjoy our relationship with the Holy God without being holy in our lives. 
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