
God’s Holy People

As we have moved through several passages of Scripture - 1 Peter 1, Romans 12 and 
Ephesians 5 -- trying to find out what a holy life is like, we have found a few things:
1. A holy life is one that is set apart for the glory of God.  It is not a run-of-the-mill life, 
  lived for the pursuit of pleasure or power, money or fame, happiness or even being 
  good.  A holy life is a life on purpose.
2. A holy life produces good fruit, an abundance of good fruit.  Some of the quality fruit 
  that we see in a holy life are love, honoring others above ourselves, having a passion
  for God’s kingdom, joy, hope, patience, faithfulness, empathy, hospitality, humility, 
  forgiveness, peace.  There are things that Scripture clearly labels as good things,
  things which it asks us to practice throughout our lives, and these are all on that list.
3. A holy life avoids evil, in fact overcomes evil with good.  Again, just as Scripture 
  labels some things as good, it labels other behaviours as evil, things like idolatry 
  and sexual immorality.  Those are two things that our present culture encourages, 
  teaches, promotes, expects.  But we are called to resist that pressure to conform and 
  to choose holiness instead.

Last week we started in on Colossians 3 and observed the “baptism formula” that 
Paul uses in which we die and are buried with Christ, figuratively, in the act of being 
baptized.  Then we are raised to new life, a life which is now hidden with Christ in 
God.  Now, let’s move on to verse 5:

Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual 
  immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.  

Notice right off that, even though we have died and our life is now hidden with Christ, 
there is an action required, and that is that we have to keep killing off the very desires 
that the world promotes.  Even though we have identified with Christ’s sacrificial 
death, there is a desire in us to do evil.  

And Paul is telling us in this passage that it’s important that we overcome, that we 
defeat this propensity towards sin.  How do we gain the upper hand?  Paul says two 
things in this passage that are incredibly important and helpful, the two things he 
asks us to do.  One is to set our hearts on things above and the second is to set our 
minds on things above.  We set our hearts on the things that we value most highly 
and we set our minds on the things that we contemplate most often.  Give your heart 
to the eternally precious treasure that awaits and think about it often.  Meditate on what 
awaits you beyond this life.  

Back to the text:
Because of these, the wrath of God is coming.  You used to walk in these ways, 
in the life you once lived.  But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as 
these: anger, rage, malice, slander and filthy language from your lips.  Do not 
lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and 
have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of 
its Creator. Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, 



barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all and is in all.  

I’m going to make a few comments before we move on.  First off, notice the increasing 
degree of social distance, for lack of a better term, that Paul uses in this last verse as 
he expresses the inclusive nature of the gospel.  Here, he says, which means, “here 
in the new life, here in the kingdom, in the church of Jesus Christ”, there is no Greek 
or Jew.  There is no one race that is superior to other races in the Kingdom.  “Here, 
there is no circumcised or uncircumcised.”  There are none that have a head start, or 
merit some special favour because they were circumcised - rather, everyone is equal.  
All of us were slaves to sin and now all of us are, equally, children of our Father in 
heaven.  

Then he goes out beyond the relatively dominant and accepted Greek culture to 
include barbarians.  “Here, there are no barbarians, no classless rejects, no one who 
can’t be allowed in because of anything to do with class or privilege.  

Then he goes out to the very extreme limit by saying that the Scythians are part of this 
picture, too.  The Scythians were a collection of people groups that were united in 
language and in a passion for warfare.  These were barbaric barbarians, who “fought 
to live and lived to fight” and, according to one quotation describing their fierce 
characteristics, they “drank the blood of their enemies and used the scalps as 
napkins.  ”The Jews would retain a national recollection of the atrocities committed 
against them by the Scythians in the eighth century B.C.  According to Josephus, they 
were regarded in popular thought of the day as “wild donkeys”.  

But at least they were free.  What kind of person is a slave?  Something less than fully 
human, no doubt -- at least in the minds of people in that era.  So Paul has gradually 
expanded the circle, first to include Greeks, those who are uncircumcised, without 
religious pedigree, so to speak, then to include barbarians, the lesser classes of 
civilization, and then the Scythians, who were worse than barbarians, and then the 
slaves.  All -- all, are included in Christ and are included in Him without prejudice, 
without rank, without favoured status, but as equals.

Now, let’s look at what we came for - the indications from this passage of what 
holiness is all about.  There are three phrases that Paul uses in this passage that 
describe how we are to free ourselves, get ourselves loosed.  The first is “put to 
death”, the second is “rid yourselves” and the third is “Don’t”.

We’ve already noticed that we are to put to death things that are typically understood 
as relating to our physical nature, our physical passions. Paul says that they must not 
rule us.  So, how do we do that?  How do you get rid of insects that have found a home 
in your bag of flour?  How do you kill a mosquito that’s about to bite your neck?  Do 
you think about it for awhile?  Do you ask yourself if the bugs need a home just as 
much as you need your bag of flour, or if the mosquito needs a good meal now and 
then if she’s going get along in life?  No, I’ve seen you at work.  Swat!  Gone.  The bag 
of flour gets thrown out and you find a new container that has a sealed lid, and maybe 



call the exterminator.  You don’t try to find a way to accomodate every little pest that 
wants to make its home in your home.  

The same principle applies to how we should deal with our old nature, with sinful 
passions.  We don’t just try to wait and see how our wrong desires are going to play 
out.  We don’t just blurt out every angry thought, or act on our lusts or take the things 
we want.  Why not?

Have you ever wanted to, just gently, bump into the car in front of you because you 
weren’t liking the way that person was driving?  What stopped you?  There could be 
quite a few options here, including the fist at the end of the arm of that driver, or the 
awkward explanation you might end up having to give to a police officer.  But, most of 
the time, you don’t want to stir up trouble, do you?  You would rather live in peace with 
the people around you and you know that showing a heightened level of aggravation 
is not going to promote peace.  You know that just letting it go, not making a big deal 
out of a situation, is going to produce more peace in your life and in your 
relationships, than trying to make somebody pay for your frustrations.  

You have already “put to death” the need to express every little frustration you 
experience in life.  You’ve already “rid yourselves” of the need to act on every impulse 
you feel or emotion that you carry within.  You’ve already accepted the word “don’t” 
when you’re in someone’s house and see something you’d like to take home without 
asking.  So, now you extend that “putting to death” to the things that you have been 
thinking about a little longer than is healthy.  Now you extend that “rid yourself” to 
include allowances that you’ve been making for yourself -- to watch some racy scenes 
in movies and on T.V., to talk about what’s going on in someone else’s life without 
having any redemptive purpose to your gossip, to being quick to be critical of others 
on the pretext of being “discerning”, to downloading music or movies illegally, to living 
in envy or covetousness of what others have.  You know what it is for you.  You know 
because the Spirit doesn’t let you go too far down the road in any of these directions 
without giving you the wonderful gift of conviction.  Don’t ignore His voice.  “Put it to 
death”, “Get rid of it”, “Don’t do it.”

When you follow this wisdom from Paul, you create an empty space in your life.  
You’ve been filling it with sinful or unhealthy things and now there’s just a hole, an 
ache, a longing.  Let’s follow the passage further:

Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves 
with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.  Bear with each
other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.  
Forgive as the Lord forgave you.  And over all these virtues put on love, which 
binds them all together in perfect unity.  Let the peace of Christ rule in your 
hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace.  And be 
thankful.  Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish 
one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual 
songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.  And whatever you do, whether in 
word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the 
Father through Him.



You take off, rid yourself, of the old things, and you replace them with life-enriching 
beauty -- but it’s not easy.  Why isn’t it easy?  After all, don’t we all want to see these 
things evident in our lives: compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience?  
Don’t we expect to see a growing ability to bear with others’ weaknesses, to forgive 
any wrongs they commit against us, and to shine as examples of love and unity in the 
body of Christ?  

The reason it’s not easy to put on all these new and beautiful qualities, is because we 
haven’t taken off or put away all the old ones.  Have you ever been shopping for some 
new clothes and the store seemed so busy that you didn’t want to wait for the change 
rooms, so you just threw the new clothes over top of the ones you already had on . . . ?   
Somebody in this room has done that.  And I’m pretty sure someone besides me has 
done just that.  

But what do you get?  Something that doesn’t fit well, that was your best guess as to 
what you needed, but which didn’t actually work out.  And the same thing happens 
when you try to put on the new life of the Spirit, the life of Jesus within, while still 
wearing the old life of the sinful nature.  It doesn’t feel right and it doesn’t work well -- 
it’s not the best arrangement, for sure.  How do you put love on over bitterness or 
unforgiveness and expect it to work?  How do put humility on over pride and criticism 
and being opinionated and expect to grow in your relationships with one another?  It 
doesn’t work.  And if you put a marriage vow, a pledge to love and faithfulness over top 
of lust and a promiscuous heart, that doesn’t work either.  

That’s why I started this section by saying that if you follow Paul’s wise counsel you 
will have an empty space in your life that needs to be filled with these good things.  
You have to start with the empty space.  You have to have a hole that needs to be filled 
before the love and power and freedom of Christ Jesus can fill you and change you 
and empower you to live the new life.  

I don’t want to suggest that He’s totally helpless until you’re totally emptied out of the 
old sinful nature.  This is a process and it takes time, even to realize where we need 
help, where we’re still in bondage to sin and selfishness.  But it’s important to 
understand what that process is all about -- it’s clearing out the old so that the new life 
can fill us, so the light of Christ can shine out through us and bring life and hope to 
others.  

Let’s look a little closer at the things we are making room for.
1. Forgiveness.  This paragraph from Paul’s letter begins with talk of clothing 
  ourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.  Where 
  will we need all of those attributes?  When somebody hurts our feelings, does 
  something against us, disappoints us.  Because that’s when we need to forgive.  
  That’s when we need to go to the person and say, “You know what, I was hurt by
  what you did, by what you said, but I also know there was at least some justification 
  for it, and that’s on me, and I’m sorry and I ask for your forgiveness at the same time 
  as I freely forgive you for what you did.”  Now THAT requires humility, kindness, 



  gentleness and patience.  That’s not the first thing that comes to mind when we think 
  about the wrong we’ve suffered.  But that’s the thing that will make for peace, for 
  good relationships, for strong character that can stand during life’s challenges.  And 
  so Paul says, “Forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.  
  Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”  There’s a principle about forgiveness that’s more 
  important than the fact that it makes our lives better and our relational skills stronger.  
  It’s that Jesus forgave us far more than He asks us to forgive others.  Because He 
  has chosen to forgive and because we are called to be like Him, we must also be 
  willing to let go of the wrongs we’ve endured, to let go of any desire to get even, and 
  even to let go of our desire to judge the person who did the wrong.  

2. Love.  Paul goes on from there to blanket the whole process of having the character 
  and then making the decision to forgive by saying, “Over all these virtues put on love, 
  which binds them all together in perfect unity.”  Love is essential to the nature of God 
  and so must be essential to the nature of His church.  Where there isn’t love, or 
  where love has grown cold under legalism or unforgiveness or pride, the church 
  loses what must always be at its heart.  I love this phrase that love “binds the virtues 
  in perfect unity.”  We can only have unity where we have love and we only learn true 
  love from following the example of Jesus, who loved us and gave Himself for us, so 
  that we could be restored once again in our relationship with Him.

3. Peace.  “Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body 
  you were called to peace.”  800 years before Jesus was born, the prophet Isaiah 
  said that He would be called “the Wonderful Counsellor, the Mighty God, the 
  Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.”  Again, the principle is that we are being 
  transformed to become more and more like Jesus as we spend time with Him and 
  submit to His will in our lives.  The application of the principle is that we will be
  ruled by peace.  Our relationships will be characterized, not by feuding and fighting 
  and contentiousness, but by humility and grace and peace.  We accept one another
  because Christ has accepted us.  We forgive one another because we have been 
  forgiven.  We live in peace with one another because the things that might divide us, 
  the things we might once have fought about, are now of little importance.  They are 
  minor issues in relation to the big issue of following Jesus and of living in a way that 
  honours Him.

4. The last big section of text is begun and ended by an encouragement to live 
  thankfully, to be a grateful people.   “Be thankful,” Paul says in v. 15 and then in verse 
  17, “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord 
  Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.”  In between, in v. 16, he talks 
  about singing with gratitude in our hearts to God.  Thankfulness doesn’t come easily 
  to many people, even though we would all say that we think it’s a good thing, that it’s 
  an important thing, that we’re fully in agreement with what Paul is saying here.

  It’s a big challenge to live gratefully, especially when things are tense, when the 
  challenges of life seem overwhelming, when we’re anxious about the next step or 
  struggling to know how to deal with a difficult situation.  But that’s when we need this 



  counsel the most.  If we can stop ourselves in the middle of our stressed-out, 
  anxiety-laden days, and just think about all that God has done for us, the grace He 
  has shown us, His people who have blessed us, His provision, His comfort, His 
  wisdom . . . we will live in greater hope and in greater freedom than all our worries 
  will ever bring us.  I see “Be thankful” and “Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts” 
  as complementary to each other.  It’s grateful living that allows us to be at peace with 
  God and with others.  And it’s grateful living that allows us to be at peace within 
  ourselves, as we deal with the challenges of life.  This is so vital.

Now, let’s turn grateful hearts to the Lord’s table, the table of remembrance as it is 
sometimes called.  Because here we remember and here we are grateful for the 
sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.


