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ALCOHOL IN THE COLLEGE HOUSE 
 

“How big exactly is this manual going to be?  Will it fit into my back pocket or 

am I now going to be carrying around an Encyclopedia of Alcohol Etiquette to 

every party?” Jennifer asked the room, in a voice saturated with sarcastic 

frustration.  She added a head roll at the end for dramatic effect. 

 

“Why don’t we take a break and clear our heads,” Tim the college pastor said 

in response.  “I think we could all use a break from this discussion.”  And with 

that the room let out a collective sigh.  Many of the students immediately 

leapt to their feet and bounded toward the kitchen where the snacks and 

sodas were waiting. 

 

The meeting was being held in the College House – a small house across the 

street from the main church building.  We were in the front room which 

contained five couches and two arm chairs.  There were a little over twenty 

college students present.  They were spread out in a big circle: some 

comfortably on sofas, others sprawled across the floor.  Jennifer’s outburst 

came in the fourth hour of our weekend long, first annual leadership retreat.  

Our college ministry had experienced amazing growth that year and these 

twenty students had emerged from the hoard as leaders.  Our goal was to 

form them into a functional team that would provide input for the central 

strategic vision and take ownership of different aspects of the ministry.   

 

The opening topic of conversation had been, “How can we reach the lost on 

our campus?”  Initially the dialogue was great.  Students immediately began 

examining their relationships, questioning how many lost students they were 

connected with.  Naturally, if they were going to invite lost students to 

church, they needed to know some.  So did they actually know anyone on 

campus who doesn’t already attend church on Sunday?    

 

The overwhelming consensus was, “Not really.”1   

 

Therefore the discussion shifted to, “Where would we find lost students?  

Where are they hanging out?”   
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Again the answer was clear, “With other lost students at parties we don’t 

attend.”   

 

Step three was also a simple, logical move, “Why don’t we attend them?” 

 

And once again the answer was crystal, “Alcohol.”  That was when things got 

messy.   

 

Being good Baptist kids, we treated alcohol like Super Man treated kryptonite.  

It wasn’t enough to simply make a commitment to not drink it.  We didn’t 

even want to be near it.  We avoided it at all costs.   

 

Well…that’s not completely accurate.   

 

When we were wearing our church persona we treated alcohol like kryptonite 

and avoided it at all costs, but I suspected that once the church clothes came 

off many of the students in the room spent plenty of time at the parties they 

were presently decrying.   

 

“Maybe we could go to the party and not drink?” one student suggested 

testing the waters. 

 

“Yeah.  Yeah,” another student agreed.  “As long as we don’t drink, right?” 

 

“But if the point is to be a witness, then we need to be living by a higher 

standard,” a proud freshmen boy declared.  “If people know us as believers 

then won’t our presence at the party be seen as some kind of approval of the 

party?” 

 

“Hate the sin.  Love the sinner,” another student chimed in. 

 

“What if I was at the party and just drank a coke?” a girl asked. 
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“But if everything is in a red plastic cup, then people around you are just going 

to see the cup and think, ‘Oh look.  She goes to church and she drinks.  It must 

be okay.’  How are they going to know you are drinking a coke?” the freshmen 

boy pressed back. 

 

“I could write ‘Coke’ on my cup?” the girl replied with cautious defensiveness.  

 

“What if someone at the party spikes your drink?” the boy shot back. 

 

A thoughtful girl in the corner of the room interrupted, pondering aloud, 

“Maybe if we had guidelines.  Maybe if we gave our students something that 

explained how to maintain your witness at parties?” 

 

Energy suddenly returned to the conversation.   Several students began to 

agree.  Rules started streaming in from all over.  At some point a student 

began to transcribe the ideas on a white board.  “If the cups are clear you can 

have a soda.  If the cups are solid you shouldn’t have one in your hand.  You 

can go to the party and hang out, as long as you leave before people become 

intoxicated.  You can give intoxicated people rides home as long as you make 

it clear to everyone that you don’t condone intoxication.  If it is a frat party, 

you should know the theme of the party before you go.  Christian frat parties 

with drinking are not okay because it is a double standard.  Do your best not 

to mingle too visibly with members of the opposite sex because you are there 

to witness; not to find a date.  Unless the Holy Spirit is present in a 

conversation with a member of the opposite sex; in that case, try and pull a 

member of the same sex in on the conversation as well so the first person 

doesn’t get the wrong idea.”  And on, and on, and on… 

 

The white board was about two-thirds full when Jennifer reached her 

breaking point and shut the conversation down with her sarcastic question.  

When we returned from snack time Tim redirected the meeting to a 

completely different topic.  The manual was never made.   
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MISUNDERSTANDINGS AND FALSE PARADOXES 
 

Contemporary Christianity has a big problem.  There is a paradox in our 

theology.  We want to be people defined by our love and acceptance; but at 

the same time we want to maintain our purity and encourage others to do the 

same.  We treat Jesus’ command to love God and love people like dogs 

fighting over a rope.  To love God we believe we must strive for holiness by 

not sinning; but at the same time to love others we believe we need to ignore 

the same sins we work hard to avoid.  The end result is always a manual – a 

massive list of do’s and don’ts that define what behavior is acceptable and 

what is not. 

 

This paradox is false.  It’s based on a misunderstanding of sin and holiness.  

This broken understanding of sin and holiness leads to bad discipleship 

practices and limits our ability to imitate Jesus’s love in the world.  When we 

fix our definition of sin the paradox vanishes and everything else starts to fall 

in line.  By the end of this booklet my hope is your relationship with Jesus will 

be refreshed and your will discover a new passion for imitating Jesus’ love in 

the world.     

  



9 
 

MISUNDERSTANDING SIN 
 

For a long time I defined “sin” as breaking rules or failing to follow rituals.  It 

went like this:  God’s primary desire is to be worshiped.  He created the world 

for His own glory.  Therefore it is important His worshippers approach him in a 

certain way, in a way which will respect his magnificent awesomeness.   

 

It is like a peasant coming to see a king, there is a protocol to follow.  The 

peasant doesn’t go see a king covered in dung.  He takes a bath first and puts 

on his nicest clothes.  When he comes into the throne room the peasant bows 

out of respect.   

 

In order to help us keep our dung out of his throne room, God passed out 

some rituals and rules.  I used to think of these rituals and rules as God’s 

expectations for us, his followers.  When we, humanity, live up to his 

expectations by following the rituals and rules, everything is right with the 

world and God is happy because he is receiving maximum glory.  When we 

break the rules—or sin—God gets upset because we are getting dung all over 

his beautiful, royal red carpet. 

 

Some of these rules make perfect sense to us peasants.   “Do not steal,”2 for 

example is just good manners.  I’m mean, what would the world be like if we 

all went around taking each other’s stuff?  Or “don’t practice witchcraft”3 or 

“don’t have sexual relations with you mom,”4 also seem self-explanatory.  But 

then other rules start to crumble under scrutiny.  For example, I know not to 

kill my next door neighbor,5 but what about wartime or the death penalty?  

The Sabbath is another grey one.6  Don’t get me wrong: I’m all about not 

going into the office, but do chores or cooking or working out constitute 

work?  Is Sunday simply an ordained cheat day for certain activities?  And 

don’t get me started on not sowing two kinds of seed in one field or stoning 

the blasphemer.7  What exactly does God care about here? 

 

To make matters worse, I was taught God saw all sins as equal.  Every sin, no 

matter how minute or private was equivalent to entering the courtroom 
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covered in dung.  Therefore playing hooky from church on Sunday morning 

was the same level of failure in God’s eyes as killing my next door neighbor.   

 

Then there were the hidden rules and rituals.  These were expectations of 

God he hadn’t bothered to write down.  For example, as a good Baptist kid I 

was taught that drinking alcohol was a sin.  The Bible didn’t specifically say 

don’t drink, but since it said don’t get drunk the rule was implied.   

 

Another one was “don’t listen to any music not produced by a Christian 

artist.”  Although I couldn’t find this one anywhere in the Bible, I knew in deep 

in my soul that all “secular” artists were conspiring to implant dirty thoughts 

in my mind, soiling my clothes, and thus keeping me from God.  In my teens 

these hidden rules made God seem like a demented Easter Bunny who buried 

land mines instead of candy filled plastic eggs and then called the kids into the 

back yard to play.  I found if I wanted avoid sinning it was best to simply do 

nothing.    

 

To complicate things even further, I believed God was watching me all the 

time, recording in some huge book all the ways I constantly failed him.  All he 

wanted from me was to give him the glory he deserved, but I couldn’t pull 

myself together enough to get the dung off of my clothes and was therefore 

was unable to even enter the room.   Everything I did was wrong.  Even if I 

could memorize all the straight forward rules, I also had to watch out for the 

hidden stuff like “Don’t think impure thoughts, smoke, or do drugs” and “Do 

not say the f-word, ever!”  It was all very confusing. 

 

This misunderstanding of sin as breaking God’s rules or failing to follow his 

rituals makes God into a monster; and it serves as the first in a line of falling of 

dominos falling.  
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MISUNDERSTANDING HOLINESS 
 
The next domino to fall is our understanding of holiness.  If sin is breaking the 

rules, then holiness is finally getting all cleaned up.  It is perfection in the eyes 

of God.  It is how God wants us to be.   

 

Because I understood sin to be failing at following rituals and rules, I thought 

in order to attain a state of holiness I needed to go for some unspecified 

amount of time without breaking the rules and successfully following all the 

rituals. 

 

My constantly failure made one things painfully clear.  I believed there was 

only one kind of holiness:  unachievable holiness.  I was taught that only God 

was holy—only the king was an unimpeachable bastion of purity.  We are all 

perpetual screw-ups who will never be like him.  No matter how hard we 

work, there will never come a point at which we can follow all the rules and 

obey all the rituals.   

 

This is what, by word or implication, many mean when they talk about our 

“sinful nature.”  We are children who will never please our father.  Something 

inside us makes obedience impossible. 

 

Thankfully, all is not lost.  I was taught we have an older brother Jesus who did 

everything right.  He was the only person who had ever followed all the rituals 

and rules, the only person never to sin, the only holy human.  He didn’t even 

need a thick manual to tell him what the rules were in each situation.  The 

Father spoke it and Jesus did it.  So even though the Father is constantly angry 

at us—the screw-up kids who can’t get anything right—when Jesus puts his 

arm around us and God can’t help but smile.  He isn’t necessarily happy with 

us… but Jesus made him so happy he forgets that we are still covered in 

peasant dung.   
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MISUNDERSTANDING DISCIPLESHIP 
 
The third domino down is our understanding of discipleship.   A disciple is a 

student.  Discipleship is the process of a student becoming more like his/her 

teacher.    When we misunderstand sin to be breaking rules, and 

misunderstand holiness to be the purity of performance, then our 

understanding of discipleship also becomes skewed.  Based on our 

misunderstanding of holiness and our misunderstanding of sin, we think 

discipleship as learning and following the rituals and rules as perfectly as Jesus 

did.  . 

 

Typically we unintentionally break discipleship into two phases.  Phase one is 

all about learning.  It often begins right after an individual agrees to follow 

Jesus and centers on the new disciple to attending Bible studies and listening 

to sermons.  The goal of phase one is to empower the students to sit under 

older and wiser teachers who know more about the rituals and rules.   Under 

their tutelage the student will learn to mine the biblical narrative for nuggets 

of golden instruction.   

 

Phase two of discipleship is to put the rules and rituals into practice.  When 

the rule says “Don’t,” the student is to deny himself without question.  When 

the rule says “Do,” the student is to spring into action.  “Why?” is only to be 

asked for clarification and is often answered with the statement, “God’s ways 

are higher than our ways.” 

 

Quickly this approach to discipleship develops into a ladder mentality.  The 

person who follows the most rituals and rules is the most holy and therefore 

the better disciple; but in the church world this grading system makes us 

uncomfortable so instead of the word “better” we use the word “mature.” 

Some people are more “mature in Christ,” meaning they understand and 

follow the rituals and rules better than others.  The rungs go something like:  

“attending Sunday morning Worship” to “obtaining a surface knowledge of 

the rituals and rules”, to “attends basic programming like Sunday school or a 

small group”, and then to “goes on a mission trip”.   
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The church staff members are naturally the most mature—so mature they are 

paid to live by the rituals and rules as an example to the rest of us. 

 

While we all feel the presence of the ladder, we never talk about the ladder.  

It is invisible.    But its hidden nature does not diminish its power to inspire 

comparison, which in turn gives birth to judgment, shame, guilt, and pride.   

 

When we encounter people who are father down the ladder than we are, we 

can’t help but think less of them.  But judging others is bad.  Jesus was very 

clear about that.8  So we qualify our judgment.  “Wait, wait, wait,” we say.  

“I’m not judging people.  I’m simply judging the stage of the ladder they 

happen to be at.  Love the sinner but hate the sin baby!”   These logistical 

gymnastics justify us and we feel everything is fine.    

 

The love sinner/hate sin dichotomy is the Christian’s magic “Get Out of Jail 

Free” card.  We can openly condemn any behavior defined as sin as long as 

we do not judge the individual committing the behavior.   

 

We don’t hate alcoholics.  We just hate their drinking.   

 

We don’t hate witches and wizards.  We just hate their witch craft and 

wizardry.9   

 

We don’t hate homosexuals.  We love them.  We just hate their homosexual 

ways—because those sins upset God and keep us from worshiping him. 

 

At the same time those standing above us on the ladder make us feel like 

failures.  Their holiness reveals how filthy our rags are.  Like a girl wearing 

jeans to formal ball, we are ashamed that we can’t keep up with their love for 

God.  We feel guilty we can’t follow the rituals and rules they do.  A perpetual 

sense of failure begins and resentment sets in.  But what we never see is how 

those above us also feel like failures who can’t keep up with the people above 

them.   
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And there is always someone above you on the ladder.   

 

Always.  
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JESUS AND OUR MISUNDERSTANDINGS 

PART ONE 
 
Jesus did not share these misunderstandings of sin, holiness, and discipleship; 

thus also did not suffer under the same paradoxes we do.  If we then want to 

correct our misunderstandings and remove the yoke of paradox, we must 

return to his thoughts on sin, holiness, and discipleship.     

 

Let’s begin with Matthew 12. 

 

At that time Jesus went through the grain fields on the Sabbath.  His 

disciples were hungry and began to pick some heads of grain and eat 

them.  When the Pharisees saw this, they said to him, “Look!  Your 

disciples are doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath.” 

Matthew 12:1-2 

 

Let’s pause here to clarify:  the Pharisees were the religious leaders of their 

day, and as such they were the ultimate manual followers.10  They tried to 

stay true to the Law in every situation.  So when the Pharisees discovered 

Jesus’ disciples acting unlawfully on the Sabbath, they thought, “Finally!  

We’ve busted this heretic who has been walking around healing people, 

forgiving sins, and claiming he is the prophesied savior [Messiah] from God.”   

 

Here’s how Jesus answered them: 

 

“Haven't you read what David did when he and his companions were 

hungry?  He entered the house of God, and he and his companions ate 

the consecrated bread – which was not lawful for them to do, but only 

for the priests.  Or haven't you read in the Law that on the Sabbath 

the priests in the temple desecrate the day and yet are innocent?  I tell 

you that one greater than the temple is here.  If you had known what 

these words mean, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice,’ you would not have 

condemned the innocent.  For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”  

Matthew 12:3-8 
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Notice what Jesus didn’t do.  He didn’t say, “Your understanding of the 

Sabbath law is wrong.  You see there is this one loop hole and I am following 

the law.”   

 

He didn’t argue the details of the oral law vs. the written law and which one 

was important to follow.   

 

He didn’t say, “I’m following the spirit of the law so I’m still clean.”  

 

Rather Jesus went deeper and launched a five stage rebuttal against the 

Pharisees.  

 

First: Jesus dragged an ancient hero down into the mud with him.  David was 

definitely placed on a high pedestal by the religious elite.  With the “David 

broke the Law when he robbed the temple” comment Jesus aligned himself 

with the saint and urged the same respect from the Pharisees they gave 

David.   

 

Now if I were a Pharisee this would have slowed me down a little, but David 

never claimed to be God.  

 

Second: Jesus said, “The priests always break the Sabbath law.”  The priests 

were at the top of the ladder – as holy as one could become.  It was their job 

to be the purest of the pure, living as an example for the people.11  Yet here 

Jesus pointed out that they disobeyed the rules on a routine basis.  This 

carries a little more impact than the David comment; but again, if I were a 

Pharisee I would have been ready for this debate as well.  The priests worked 

for the sake of the people and therefore their breaking the Law was expected.  

Their disobedience was forgivable because in many ways they were above the 

Law.  Or maybe I would have taken the, “It is not work for the priests, it is an 

act of worship.  Are you trying to tell me that those stupid fishermen that 

follow you around are worshiping when they stuff their faces from food on 

the ground?” route.     

  



17 
 

But Jesus was just getting warmed up.   

 

Third:  “I tell you that one greater than the temple is here.”  Remember that 

the Pharisees were not actually complaining about Jesus directly.  They were 

complaining about His disciples.  They did so to avoid the entire “Is He the 

Messiah?” question.  But Jesus forces the conversation onto Himself.12  And 

he does so with a beautiful double entendre.  First, Jesus comments on the 

entire system of rituals and rules the Pharisees lived by.  Jesus was 

proclaiming, “I am greater than your religion.  I am greater than this Sabbath 

Law you live by.  I’m above all the rituals and rules.”  This was a huge deal for 

one claiming to be the Jewish Messiah.  In the Jewish understanding of sin and 

holiness the Messiah should have been the strongest adherent to the rituals 

and rules, not snubbing his nose at them.  Holiness came from purity in 

obedience to the Law.  How could the Holy God then be above his own Law?  

Second, Jesus proclaims that the temple is no longer the place where heaven 

and earth meet and God’s people commune with Him.  Jesus is now that 

place. 

 

Fourth: Jesus said, “If you had known what these words mean, ‘I desire mercy, 

not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the innocent.”  Jesus had hit 

them with this quote from the ancient prophet Hosea once before.13  In the 

previous instance, the Pharisees criticized Jesus for eating with “sinners” and 

Jesus responded by telling them to go and learn what Hosea meant.   

 

Jesus’ point was the same Hosea’s:  the people of Israel preformed all the 

rituals and at least paid lip service to the rules, but they also worshipped 

other idols.  As a result, God likened His relationship with them to being 

married to a prostitute.  In Hosea 6:6, God declared that He wanted His 

people to understand mercy rather than simply obeying a religion.  God was 

after complete-life-transformation.  He wanted them to match his heart of 

compassion.  Jesus brought this same critique to bear on the Pharisees.  The 

message of Jesus’ statement was, “You follow the ritual and rules all day long, 

but you are not devoted to God.  You are like a wife who prostitutes herself 

out to the world.”14 
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Fifth:  Jesus’ final point was his trump card.  “For the Son of Man is Lord of the 

Sabbath.”    

 

The title Son of Man comes from the Old Testament books of Ezekiel and 

Daniel.  In Ezekiel the phrase is used to stress the prophet’s humanity against 

God’s divinity.15  Daniel then takes the title and applies it to the Messiah, the 

savior the Jews were waiting for to come and rescue them from oppression by 

ushering in the Kingdom of God.16   

 

By referring to himself as “the Son of Man” Jesus changed his discussion with 

the Pharisees completely.  With the phrase Jesus claimed, “I am the Messiah 

so I am king of the Law.”  Suddenly the debate was no longer about whether 

or not He was breaking the law.  Rather He turned the debated completely to 

the question of whether or not He was the Messiah.   

 

If all of that weren’t enough, Jesus followed it with this:  

 

Going on from that place, he went into their synagogue, and a man 

with a shriveled hand was there.  Looking for a reason to accuse 

Jesus, they asked him, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”  He said to 

them, “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, 

will you not take hold of it and lift it out?  How much more valuable is 

a man than a sheep!  Therefore it is lawful to do good on the 

Sabbath.”  Then he said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” So he 

stretched it out and it was completely restored, just as sound as the 

other.  But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill 

Jesus.   

Matthew 12:9-14 

 

Did you catch the message of Jesus healing the man?  The manual building 

approach to discipleship which thinks of God as a rule maker and sin as 

breaking the rules will always lead to moments of insanity during which 

followers of God will be unable to do what is good because it is not in the 

manual.  With one simple act Jesus beautifully tore down that crazy system of 

thinking.  
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JESUS AND OUR MISUNDERSTANDINGS 

PART TWO 
 
We are still left with a conundrum.  Jesus openly broke the Law—Israel’s 

manual.  Does this mean that Jesus was tossing out the Old Testament?  Is this 

what theologians mean when they compare Old Testament Law and New 

Testament Grace?  Matthew 5 helps us begin to address this:  

 

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I 

have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.  I tell you the truth, 

until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least 

stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until 

everything is accomplished.   Anyone who breaks one of the least of 

these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be 

called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and 

teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of 

heaven.  For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of 

the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter 

the kingdom of heaven.”    

Matthew 5:17-20 

 

Okay, so clearly Jesus did not come to abolish the rituals and rules.  

 

What, then, did he come to do?   

 

He came to fulfill the Law, and in doing so transform it.  From this statement, 

Jesus went on to increase the intensity of the rules.  He said that while the law 

might say, “do not murder” his followers shouldn’t even think about murder.  

While the Law might say, “do not commit adultery” his followers should dig 

their eyes out if they look at a person in lust.  Remember how disciplined the 

Pharisees were with the rituals and rules in pursuit of holiness?  Jesus here 

said His followers’ holiness needed to exceed that of the Pharisees!  

 



20 
 

But now we are left with a deeper conundrum.  How could Jesus intensify the 

Old Testament Laws for his followers but at the same time break the rules?    

How can Jesus not follow a manual but tell his disciples they will need to climb 

the ladder higher than the best-of-the-best manual followers? 
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 JESUS AND OUR MISUNDERSTANDINGS 

PART THREE 
 
A third passage beautifully answers the remaining questions: 

 

Then John's disciples came and asked him, “How is it that we and the 

Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” 

 

Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while 

he is with them?  The time will come when the bridegroom will be 

taken from them; then they will fast.   

Matthew 9:14-15 

 

John’s disciples were not a hostile force like the Pharisees, but they still 

struggled with the same conundrum we are struggling with now:  How exactly 

do we understand rules and rituals and the Law?  Jesus’ answer was twofold:    

 

First, Jesus explained that the rituals and rules are conditional – there are 

times to perform the ritual of fasting and times not to perform the ritual of 

fasting.   The rituals and rules are not universal, all the time, do them or you 

can’t be close to God deals.  They must be practiced with an awareness of the 

surrounding context.  

 

Here is an important point we must not overlook:  if rituals and rules are 

conditional than the observance of them cannot be the definition of holiness; 

and the failure to follow them cannot be the definition of sin.    

 

To make the rituals and rules the point, the defining aspects of a disciple’s 

relationship to God, is to build a house on shifting sand.  Basing sin and 

holiness on obedience to rituals and rules is the easy way.  It is the wide road, 

the way that requires no thought and little self-reflection.17  Everything is 

done for us.  All you have to do is learn the manual.  But Jesus was about 

more than a manual. 

 



22 
 

After dropping the “rituals and rules are conditional” bomb, Jesus then gave 

two metaphors that explain the same thing.   

 

No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the 

patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear 

worse.  Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins.  If they do, 

the skins will burst, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be 

ruined.  No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are 

preserved.”   

Matthew 9:16-17 

 

Living in religion, the manual approach to discipleship – this is the old garment 

and the old wineskin.   

 

The freedom that Jesus spoke of, which he saw as the same thing the Law and 

the Old Testament prophets spoke of, is the unshrunk cloth or the new wine.   

 

Jesus’ statement was that following him is incompatible with our 

misunderstandings of sin, holiness, and discipleship.  You can’t put the two 

things together.  Like magnets with the same polarity, Jesus will always push 

away ladder climbing discipleship built on misunderstandings.  

 

We can’t have both.  We have to choose: devotion to rituals and rules or life 

as a disciple of Jesus.   We can’t keep our misunderstandings and claim to be 

his disciples. 
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REBUILDING HOLINESS 
 
Both Old and New Testaments make it clear that holiness is a goal.   

 

“I am the Lord who brought you up out of Egypt to be your 

God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.”    

Leviticus 11:45 

 

“But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do.”   

1 Peter 1:15 

 

Remember, we defined holiness as “how God wants us to be.” It is what Christ 

followers must pursue.   

 

The most common word in the Old Testament translated into English as 

“holy” is “qodes”.  It means “to be set apart, consecrated, or devoted to God.”  

Here are the first five times it occurs in the Old Testament: 

 

“And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he 

rested from all the work of creating that he had done.”   

Genesis 2:3 

 

 "Do not come any closer," God said. "Take off your sandals, for the 

place where you are standing is holy ground."  

Exodus 3:5 

 

"In your unfailing love you will lead the people you have redeemed. In 

your strength you will guide them to your holy dwelling.”   

Exodus 15:13 

 

He said to them, “This is what the Lord commanded: ‘Tomorrow is to 

be a day of rest, a holy Sabbath to the Lord. So bake what you want to 

bake and boil what you want to boil. Save whatever is left and keep it 

until morning.’”  
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Exodus 16:23 

 

“In the third month after the Israelites left Egypt – on the very day – 

they came to the Desert of Sinai.  After they set out from 

Rephidim, they entered the Desert of Sinai, and Israel camped there in 

the desert in front of the mountain.  Then Moses went up to God, and 

the Lord called to him from the mountain and said, “This is what you 

are to say to the house of Jacob and what you are to tell the people of 

Israel: ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried 

you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.  Now if you obey me 

fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my 

treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for 

me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words you 

are to speak to the Israelites.”   

Exodus 19:1-6 

 

From these passages we learn: 

 Concepts, like a day of the week, can be holy. 

 Things, like the ground, can be holy. 

 Holiness equates somehow with freedom.  It is the escape from 

slavery that makes the far side of the Red Sea “holy”. 

 People can be holy.  God-followers are supposed to be holy. 

 And finally, holiness existed before the rituals and rules.18  

 

After just examining the first five verses already we clearly see our 

misunderstanding of holiness—purity in obedience—is wrong.  How can a day 

follow all the rituals and rules?  Are we to believe that the ground Moses 

stood on was holy because it followed the discipleship manual in every detail?  

That’s just silly.  

Something is holy not because it follows all the rituals and rules, rather 

because it is completely dedicated to God.   

 

Holiness is not purity of obedience.   Holiness is purity of devotion.   
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The Sabbath day was a day solely devoted to God.  The land Moses stood on 

was land devoted complete to God.  The place where Moses and Miriam sang 

was a place of holiness because for the first time in their lives they were free 

from the yoke of slavery and could be fully devoted to God.  And the People of 

God were called a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” because, unlike 

every other people group in the world, they belonged solely to God.  For us to 

be holy then is for us to be devoted only to Jesus.   

 

And this is exactly what God required of his people in the Old Testament: 

 

“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

strength.”   

Deuteronomy 6:4 

 

Another way we might rephrase this understanding is:  Holiness is living the 

radical reality of mono-theism.  

 

Someone is holy when their entire being is devoted to exemplifying the reality 

that there is only one true God.  This demands a disciple see every other 

power or influence in the world battling for control as a false god – an idol.  

The disciple must devote himself or herself to the resolution that Jesus stands 

alone.  Holiness is absolute devotion to the proclamation, “There is no king 

but King Jesus.”  To pursue holiness is to die to all other influences and fully 

devote ourselves to His way. 19   

 

This was the definition of holiness Jesus was working from when he 

pronounced: 

 

“If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his 

cross and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but 

whoever loses his life for me will find it.  What good will it be for a 

man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a 

man give in exchange for his soul?”  

 Matthew 16:24-26   
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REBUILDING SIN 
 
If holiness is purity of devotion, what then is sin?   

 

Ironically, a fantastic place to begin rebuilding our understanding of sin is at 

the handing down of the rituals and rules in Exodus at Mount Sinai.   

 

Here is the scene:  Moses has received the Ten Commandments and the 

foundations of the Law (Exodus 20-23).  The people of Israel have affirmed the 

Law and promised they would follow it (Exodus 24:9-11).   Then seventy 

elders, along with some other leaders, went up the mountain and sat around 

a table and had dinner with God.  After dinner Moses went farther up the 

mountain with Joshua to get a copy of everything God had said on stone 

tablets while the people waited at the bottom of the mountain with Aaron 

(Exodus 24:13-18).    

 

When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from 

the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, “Come, make us 

gods who will go before us.  As for this fellow Moses who brought us 

up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.”  

 

Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, 

your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to 

me.”   So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to 

Aaron.  He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in 

the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool.   

 

Then they said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up 

out of Egypt.”   

 

When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and 

announced, “Tomorrow there will be a festival to the Lord.”   
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So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings 

and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat 

and drink and got up to indulge in revelry.  

 

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go down, because your people, whom 

you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt.  They have been 

quick to turn away from what I commanded them and have made 

themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf.  They have bowed down 

to it and sacrificed to it and have said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, 

who brought you up out of Egypt.’”                               Exodus 32:1-8 

 

Here the Bible gives us a tragically clear picture of sin.  If holiness is the 

proclamation of mono-theism, then sin is the denial of the same reality.  Sin 

occurs when we deny that there is one God and seek instead to replace Him 

with something else.  Sin is the building of golden cows.  It is the substitution 

of the One True King with a false authority.  Like the Israelites who were tired 

of waiting, we reject and replace God, hoping our new deity will give us shiny 

new magical results.   

 

Sin is idolatry.   

 

Idolatry began with Adam and Eve in the garden.  Adam and Eve were not 

kicked from paradise because they failed to follow a rule.  Their sin was the 

rejection of God.  They sought to supplant him with themselves.  They denied 

their dependence on him and attempted to take his place, becoming their 

own idol.  

 

 Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the 

Lord God had made.  He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You 

must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 

 

The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in 

the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that 

is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will 

die.’”  
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“You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman.  “For God 

knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will 

be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

 

When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and 

pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took 

some and ate it.  She also gave some to her husband, who was with 

her, and he ate it.  

Genesis 3:1-6  

 

Idolatry was the sin of Cain.  Instead of seeking to please his Lord, he gave into 

jealousy, allowed it to control him, and took his brother’s life. 

 

Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil.  In the course of time 

Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the 

Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his 

flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain 

and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very angry, 

and his face was downcast.  

 

Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry?  Why is your face 

downcast?  If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you 

do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have 

you, but you must master it.” 

 

 Now Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let's go out to the field.” And 

while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed 

him.  

Genesis 4:1-8 

 

Idolatry was the sin of Babel.  They rejected the unique position of God and 

sought to become his equal.   
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Now the whole world had one language and a common speech.  As 

men moved eastward, they found a plain in Shinar and settled 

there.  They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake 

them thoroughly.” They used brick instead of stone, and tar for 

mortar.  Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a 

tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for 

ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth.”  

Genesis 11:1-8 

 

We could go on and on like this through all of Scripture.  Gideon constructed 

an Ephod (Judges 8:27).    David gave into lust and took Bathsheba (2 Samuel 

11).  Nebuchadnezzer declares himself to be worthy of worship and becomes 

like an animal for his pride (Daniel 4).And we sin in the same way.   Day after 

day we construct an idol every time replace God with ourselves, giving into 

our selfish ambition or accepting our own wisdom over his.   

 

Paul explained this understanding of sin as idolatry at the beginning of his 

letter to the Romans: 

 

For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities – his 

eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being 

understood from what has been made, so that men are without 

excuse.  For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God 

nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their 

foolish hearts were darkened.  Although they claimed to be wise, they 

became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 

images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and 

reptiles.  Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their 

hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one 

another.  They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped 

and served created things rather than the Creator – who is forever 

praised. Amen.  

Romans 1:20-25 
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Pay close attention to Paul’s explanation.  Sin is the exchange of God for other 

things—idolatry.  The fruit of idolatry is bad behavior.   

 

Part of what has led to our misunderstanding of sin is our mistaking the bad 

behavior for the sin.  We see behaviors we don’t like and start creating a 

manual of “Do’s and Don’ts”.  But the sin is not the activity.  The activity is 

simply the by-product of what is happening in a person’s heart.  The heart has 

rejected and replaced God.  Only through this understanding of sin can we 

more towards purity of devotion to God.  He does not want our thoughtless 

obedience to a manual.  He wants our devotion to his Lordship. 
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UNDERSTANDING SIN AS IDOLATRY CHANGES 

STUFF 

 
When we understand sin to be idolatry, we begin to see what highly skilled 

poly-theists we are.  We can make an idol out of anything.  It doesn’t even 

need to be tangible.  We are amazingly gifted at giving control of ourselves 

over to things.  We claim, “The Devil made me do it.”  But the truth is we 

don’t need his help.  From poorly made pornography, to soda, to the dream of 

success – doesn’t matter what it is.  Pass it over and we can devout ourselves 

to it.  If it can be described, we can worship it. 

 

But we must not be mistaken.  Just because we create an idol, does not mean 

that we control it.  Jesus said, “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin.”20  All idols 

have the power to make us slaves.  We might give them life, but quickly the 

tables turn.   

 

Is the technology junky who always needs the newest gadget less chained by 

his idol than the heroin addict who shivers on the corner longing for a fix?   

 

Is the father who has given himself to the idol of anger less ensnared than the 

compulsive gambler?   

Is the ambitious business woman who has given her life to the advancement 

of her career less a prisoner than the coffee drinker who can’t function 

without a cup of Joe in her hand?   

 

Each one is enslaved. Some of the gods we create are simply kinder than 

others. 
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NOT EVERY URGE IS AN IDOL 
 

It is important to pause here and note that not every urge we have is an idol.   

 

Hunger is not necessarily the idol of gluttony come calling.  People need to 

eat.   

 

Exhaustion is not necessarily the idol of laziness.  People need to sleep.   

 

The desire to connect to another person physically is not necessarily lust.  

People need intimacy.   

 

Rather than decrying every need as an idol which controls us, think of an idol 

as the removal of a desire from its God-designed purpose.  A glutton is one 

who finds their identity in the food they eat; a sloth is one who puts the desire 

for rest above the call to God’s work; to lust is to look at nudity in order to 

find fulfillment through fantasizing about sex.   

 

In general, something is an idol when the desire for this thing routinely 

distracts someone from loving others and connecting with God, or in some 

way hinders another person.   

 

You see someone being mistreated and become angry?  Not an idol.  That is 

appropriate anger—the desire for justice.   

 

You routinely become angry when bothered by other people?  Probably an 

idol.  Your frustration may be the fruit of selfishness lurking in your soul.  

 

Idols are not to be played with.  They are tigers caged in our basement.  We 

might think we have them under control.  We might think, “Oh, it’s in a cage.  

I can keep it.  I’ve tamed it.  It would never hurt me.” But get close and the 

idol will rip your arm off.  If we find ourselves struggling with an idol we must 

put it to death immediately. 
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IDOLS ARE INDIVIDUALLY CUSTOMIZED 
 
People are not necessarily tempted by every idol—or the same idols; 

temptation is relative to each individual.   

 

Drinking a beer for me might be nothing more than simply filling my stomach 

with a liquid, while drinking a beer for someone else might be an act of giving 

himself to an idol.   

 

Paul laid this argument out beautifully in 1 Corinthians 8-10.   

 

First, some background.  Corinth was a city of amazing diversity – and the 

church of Corinth resembled the makeup of the population.21   

 

Often in the city animals were sacrificed to Roman gods at celebrations.  Then 

later the meat was sold cheaply in the markets.   

 

A Jewish Christian who grew up with the Law would see eating this meat a sin.  

To consume the meat sacrificed to a false god would have been perceived as 

an act of celebrating that god – an act of idolatry.  A Jewish believer would 

never do such a thing.   

 

On the other hand, a Roman Christian who grew up eating that meat would 

have thought nothing of buying it and serving it at the table.  It was not an act 

of idolatry.  It was simply putting cheap meat on the table. 

 

The believers in Corinth came into deep conflict over this issue with one 

another.  The Roman Christians happily ate cheap meat and thought the 

Jewish Christians to be ridiculous prudes.  The Jewish Christians began waging 

their fingers at the Roman Christians yelling, “Sinners!  Sinners!”   

 

If sin were about following a set of rules, then Paul’s response naturally 

should have been, “The Jewish Christians are right.  Stop eating the meat you 

sinful Roman jerks.”   
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Rather Paul, who understood sin to be rejecting God and replacing Him with 

an idol and therefore knew temptation to be relative to each individual, 

responded to the Corinthian conflict in this way: 

 

Now about food sacrificed to idols: We know that we all possess 

knowledge. Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.  The man who 

thinks he knows something does not yet know as he ought to 

know.  But the man who loves God is known by God.  So then, about 

eating food sacrificed to idols: We know that an idol is nothing at all in 

the world and that there is no God but one.  For even if there are so-

called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many 

“gods” and many “lords”), yet for us there is but one God, the 

Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is 

but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through 

whom we live.  But not everyone knows this.  Some people are still so 

accustomed to idols that when they eat such food they think of it as 

having been sacrificed to an idol, and since their conscience is weak, it 

is defiled.  But food does not bring us near to God; we are no worse if 

we do not eat, and no better if we do.”     

1 Corinthians 8:1-8 

 

Or as Paul beautifully summarized his argument earlier in the letter: 

 

Everything is permissible for me – but not everything is 

beneficial.  Everything is permissible for me – but I will not be 

mastered by anything.   

1 Corinthians 6:1 

 

When faced with the conflict Paul didn’t pull out his Sin Manual, turn to the 

section labeled “Food Sacrificed to Idols”, and declare, “Yep. It’s a sin.”   

 

No.  Rather he said, “Some of you can eat the meat without it being an act of 

idolatry.  Others of you can’t.  You are free.  Everything is permissible…but not 

everything is beneficial.”  He addressed the diversity of Corinth without 
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creating a uniform code (because the only code is to love people as you would 

yourself).  But he also attached our behavior to community:  what we do will 

affect others.   

 

More on this in a moment. 
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YES, I DID SAY SIN IS RELATIVE 
 

Allow me to address the alarm bells that may be blaring in your head right 

now.   

 

“Sin is relative?  What?!?”   

 

Let me be clear, stating “Sin is relative” is not the same statement as “Truth is 

relative.” The truth of “one God who is Jesus” is not relative.  It is universal 

truth.  Sin is relative to the individual to the extent that different people are 

tempted by different things away from sole devotion to God.   

 

Saying “Sin is relative” means that for some of us cussing is not a sin, for 

others it is.  For some of us going to an R-rated movie is not a sin, for others it 

is.  For some of us shopping is not a sin, for others it is.   

 

The question we must ask with every act is, “Am I giving myself to something 

other than God?  Is this act a rejection of his Lordship?”   

 

We develop statements of morality and call them “truth.” We declare them to 

be clear cut, black and white issues; but they are all shades of grey. 

 

Sadly we, the contemporary church in America, have made “Sin Spotting” our 

business, appointing ourselves as the Sin Police of culture.  We feel the need 

to shake our finger at people every time they behave in a way we don’t 

approve of.  That is why for many of us the idea of sin being relative is so 

offensive.  

 

 To combat this idea of relativity, we bring forward a thousand “But-What-

Abouts.”  But what about adultery?  But what about stealing?  But what about 

murder?  But what about all the political-social hot button issues out there 

today, like abortion and gay marriage? 

 

If only we, the church, were as concerned with ending injustice as we have 

been with our self-appointed role of Sin Police.  For example, in my city, local 
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pastors recently came together to form a petition to stop our state legislature 

from making homosexual marriage legal.  They placed homosexuality on their 

list of sins and want it stopped.  In the same legislative session our state 

representatives were planning to make massive cuts to funding for inner city 

education.  Why is there a petition for the former and not the latter?   

 

Because sadly we like being the judges of morality.  It feels good.  And it is 

much easier than getting our hands dirty with the real work of battling for the 

least of these.   
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HOW TO BATTLE THE BUT-WHAT-ABOUTS 
 

If we find ourselves struggling with a case of the But-What-Abouts we must 

take the following two steps:  

 

First, we must ask why we care.  If we personally aren’t tempted by any of our 

But-What-Abouts then why are we concerned if others see the act as a sin or 

not?  Is it our job to convict others of their sin?  Who anointed us judges?   

 

As Christ followers our job is to share his love, acceptance, and forgiveness 

with the world.  We are to call people to give themselves to him, to examine 

their lives and die to the other gods they worship.  He is the judge.  Let him do 

his job and we will be free to do ours. 

 

Second, we must ask ourselves why those specific But-What-Abouts make us 

so upset.  Why is one act of idol worship more offensive to us than another?  

Giving into lust and committing adultery is idol worship just like giving into 

greed and lying on your taxes is idol worship.  We can’t pick and choose which 

idols are worst to worship than others.  We must spend time meditating on 

John 8:1-11.   

 

“But when they persisted in asking Him (Jesus), He straightened up, 

and said to them, “He who is without sin among you, let him be the 

first to throw a stone at her.”22 

 

This is a call from Jesus for his followers to practice Biblical humility.   

 

More on this later. 
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ARE THERE THINGS THAT WILL ALWAYS BE 

ACTS OF IDOLATRY, REGARDLESS OF THE 

INDIVIDUAL? 
 
Of course there are things that should always be classified as acts of idol 

worship; but we don’t find these things by consulting some holy rule book.  

Let’s look at the rest of Paul’s explanation in 1 Corinthians 8: 

 

Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not 

become a stumbling block to the weak.  For if anyone with a weak 

conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol's 

temple, won't he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to 

idols?  So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your 

knowledge.  When you sin against your brothers in this way and 

wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ.  Therefore, if 

what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat 

again, so that I will not cause him to fall. 

1st Corinthians 8:9-13  

 

If an action, activity, habit, or thought harms another or leads them into 

idolatry than you can feel free to add it to a list titled, “These Things are 

Always Sins.”  

 

Loving others is supposed to be our business.  When we act in a way that 

harms another or causes them to turn from Christ, then without a doubt there 

is some idol operating in our life.  Injustice (the mistreatment of others) is 

unacceptable.   

 

If you want to have a list of things that are always sins, look for moments of 

injustice; look for times when people are led away from the truth that there is 

only one God and his name is Jesus.   
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RECAPTURING FREEDOM 
 

With our now corrected understandings of sin and holiness we can recapture 

something we have lost in contemporary Christianity – freedom.     

 

As Jesus said in John 8:34-36: 

 

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my 

teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, 

and the truth will set you free.”  

 

They answered him, “We are Abraham's descendants and have never 

been slaves of anyone. How can you say that we shall be set free?” 

 

Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to 

sin. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son 

belongs to it forever.  So if the Son sets you free, you will be free 

indeed.”  

 

We are like the New Testament Jews.  We are chained by all kinds of idols, but 

we don’t see it.  We have been lulled into a slumber, finding false security in 

our rituals and rules.  But through Jesus we find freedom, beautiful, amazing 

freedom – because everything is permissible.  There are no chains restricting 

the forms our love can take.  There is no manual dictating what we can and 

can’t do at a party.  There are no rules.  There are no rituals.  There is only 

King Jesus.  

 

This freedom was made possible by His sacrifice.  With His death the chains of 

sin were broken and we were purchased from our slave masters.23 By his 

stripes we are healed from our poly-theism – our internal need to make things 

around us into gods.   We are free to live life abundantly, no longer slowed by 

the cycle of giving ourselves to things which never satisfy. 

 

It is only in this freedom that we can join Jesus in his mission to share his love 

with the world.  Our rituals and rules push people away.  They build walls 
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around us isolating us from others.  With the freedom of Christ 1 Corinthians 

9:19-22 becomes a possibility: 

 

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to 

everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, 

to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the 

law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under 

the law.  To those not having the law I became like one not having the 

law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's 

law), so as to win those not having the law.  To the weak I became 

weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by 

all possible means I might save some.   

 

Our freedom empowers us to love as chameleons.  We can mold to any 

culture.  We can adapt to any circumstances.  We are free from all rituals and 

rules so there is nothing to stand in our way from loving by any means 

necessary.  We are free to follow Christ wherever he might lead us.    
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RECAPTURING HUMILITY 
 

Along with this freedom comes another amazing gift: humility. 

 

Paul provides a beautiful definition of humility in his letter to the Philippians: 

 

If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any 

comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any 

tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-

minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.  Do 

nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 

others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to 

your own interests, but also to the interests of others.  Your attitude 

should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  who, being in very 

nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be 

grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a 

servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in 

appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to 

death-- even death on a cross!  Therefore God exalted him to the 

highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that 

at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth 

and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 

Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

Philippians 2:1-11 

 

Humility is the act of thinking of others as smarter, faster, stronger, more 

compassionate, more creative, more talented…better than ourselves.  It 

demands we constantly search for the wonderful aspects of our neighbors.  It 

requires we work to find the unique beauty of each individual we encounter. 

 

There is no room in humility for complaining, for disgust, or for an elitist 

stance.   We cannot constantly judge the behaviors of others according to our 

massive manual of right and wrong, (“hating the sin”) and at the same time 

perceive our neighbors to be better than ourselves – unless we remain 

completely empty of self-esteem; which is not what Paul is describing.  The 
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answer to practicing humility is not to think less of ourselves.   No.   The 

answer to practicing humility is to take on the attitude of Jesus who did not 

pursue his own self-interests, but rather gave everything for the advancement 

of others because he saw them as worth surrendering everything for.   

 

When we function as the Sin Police of society then true humility is impossible.  

It is not until we acknowledge the relative nature of sin and recognize that we 

are all polytheist idol makers, that we will be able to honestly embrace others 

as equals.  If we want to stop looking down on others we must step off the 

holiness ladder.  Rebuilding our understanding of sin frees us to stop judging 

our neighbors, to see them for the beautiful masterpieces God created them 

to be, and to love them with true humility.    
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REBUILDING DISCIPLESHIP 
 

Earlier I described discipleship as a ladder of holiness Christ followers climbed 

in an effort to become more like Jesus.  But if sin is relative, and holiness in 

not “purity of behavior” but rather “purity of devotion”, then the ladder 

model of discipleship no longer stands because there is no standard of 

behavior we can use to construct a ladder with.  There no one-size-fits-all 

study.  There is no standardized test.  There is no instruction manual for how 

discipleship must go.  Each person’s path is going to look different because 

the temptations each person faces are not the same.   

 

But do not assume our freedom from rituals and rules means we now have no 

responsibility.  Discipleship is not simply existing-and-watching-the-Holy-

Spirit-move-around-us.  You will find that as you examine your life you are 

ruled by more idols than you could possibly imagine.  You will be shocked at 

the influences and urges that drive your behavior.  As I said before, manual 

focused living is far easier than living in the radical reality of monotheism.  

Although we are free from rituals and rules we will find, like Cain, sin is ever 

crouching at our door waiting to take hold of us and chain us.24  Poly-theism is 

our nature and we must battle against it with every breath always seeking to 

model the confession “Jesus is Lord.”  This demands more personal reflection, 

more discipline, more intentionality.  We don’t get to destroy the manual and 

then go merrily about our way with no concern or care.  Pursing holiness with 

the knowledge that sin is idolatry means we must be consistently cleaning out 

our house.     

 

Does this then mean that if we hope to solely devote ourselves to God in the 

pursuit of holiness our goal should be to isolate ourselves from temptation?  

Is the process of discipleship simply the act of removing all influences other 

than God?  Maybe each of us should retreat to our own private closets and sit 

in silence with only a pen-light and our Bibles, fed purely by our meditation on 

Scripture, pursuing enlightenment until we starve to death?   

 

This is not the answer either.  Even though living in freedom demands 

increased reflection and intentionality, we must not get into the habit of belly 
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button gazing.  There are two problems with this inward focused approach to 

discipleship.  First, we cannot escape our nature.  Even in complete isolation 

we will find a way to practice polytheism.  We cannot hide from the idol of 

self-righteousness for example.  It is always present.  “Look how great I’m 

doing in my closet!  I bet no one else is as pure in devotion as I am!”  And 

there is the sin at our door once again.  Second, even if we were somehow 

able to avoid such temptations, would not such an act of hiding simply be 

giving into fear, thus creating an idol out of the avoidance of temptation? 

 

So what is a Jesus follower to do?  No ladders allowed.  No slacking and just 

letting things happen.  But also, no self-obsessed belly button gazing.   

 

Thankfully, Jesus left instructions to guide our efforts:   

 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another, just as I have 

loved you.  Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his 

life for his friends.  You are my friends if you do what I command you.  

No longer do I call you slaves, for the slave does not know what his 

master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all things that I have 

heard from My Father I have made known to you.  You did not chose 

me but I chose you, and appointed you that you would go and bear 

fruit, and that your fruit would remain, so that whatever you ask of 

the Father in my name he may give to you. This I command you, that 

you love one another.”   

John 15:12-17 

 

Only in the environment of loving others can we cast off the chains of idols.  

Discipleship is not an act of isolation.  It happens in the context of loving 

others.  Discipleship is also not a standardized program.  There are no bases to 

round, programs to participate in, or classes to attend; because each 

believer’s context is different, each believer has been sent by God to love a 

different set of neighbors. 

 

Holiness blossoms in the soil of mission.  Only once we have joined God on His 

mission to reunite the world to himself can we live as priests.  If we want to 
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pursue holiness we must throw ourselves fully into serving others.  We must 

make sacrificial, die-on-the-cross-for-others-love the motivation behind all 

our actions.   

 

Paul affirmed this in his letter to the Galatians.  Writing to Christians 

struggling with whether or not they should pacify the manual followers by 

being circumcised, Paul said: 

 

It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do 

not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.  Mark my 

words!  I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ 

will be of no value to you at all.  Again I declare to every man who lets 

himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law.  You 

who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; 

you have fallen away from grace.  But by faith we eagerly await 

through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope.   

 

For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any 

value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through 

love…You, my brothers, were called to be free.  But do not use your 

freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in 

love.  The entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your 

neighbor as yourself.”  If you keep on biting and devouring each other, 

watch out or you will be destroyed by each other. 

 

So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the 

sinful nature.  For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the 

Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature.  They are in 

conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want.  But if 

you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law.  The acts of the sinful 

nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and 

debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of 

rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, 

orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like 

this will not inherit the kingdom of God.  But the fruit of the Spirit is 
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love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness 

and self-control.  Against such things there is no law.  Those who 

belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions 

and desires.  Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the 

Spirit.   

Excerpts from Galatians 5 

 

It is worth taking a moment to break down Paul’s argument a piece at a time:   

 The Galatians were freed from slavery to idols when they gave 

themselves to Christ.  To adopt rituals and rules (the ladder/manual 

approach to discipleship) would be to enter back into slavery. 

 Rather than entering back into the rituals and rules to pursue 

holiness, the Galatians should believe the Spirit is at work. 

 This faith is not expressed through legalistic manual building.  It’s 

expressed through loving others. 

 This is the purpose of our freedom.  We are not free so that we can 

party like wild children and not fear the consequences.  We are free 

from rituals and rules so that we can join in God’s mission and love 

others. 

 If we are living by the Spirit, loving our neighbors as ourselves, then 

the Spirit will develop in us things like joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, etc…  If we are instead living a life of self-focused sinfulness 

then idols will take root in us and our lives will be full of drunkenness, 

hatred, fits of rage, jealousy, lust, etc… 

 

I’ve spent years sitting in classrooms learning the rituals and rules, listening to 

sermons explaining how various aspects of the manual work, and journaling 

about what a horrible sinner I am hoping the force of my inner strength will 

crush the idols that plagued me – all in the name of discipleship.  The ironic 

truth is all those things served to focus me more on myself and in the end re-

enslave me, making the Law my master.  If I had just gotten up from the pew, 

walked out of the classroom, focused less on myself and taken the hungry 

homeless man on the corner to lunch I would have given the Spirit much more 

fertile soil to work in.25  Discipleship, a follower of Jesus becoming more like 

Jesus, happens in the context of loving our neighbor.   
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Also, don’t be naïve.  Our idols will not go down without a fight.  They will not 

simply slip away as we seek to love others.  When we gave ourselves to them, 

we gave them power.   They will not let it go easily.  As we struggle to love we 

will find our idols come out of hiding.  They war against our participating in 

God’s mission.  Wanting nothing more than for us to isolate ourselves, they 

will rage and scream, kick and fuss, seeking to distract us from the work of the 

Spirit.   

 

When they raise their protest we must be ready to once again die to ourselves 

and cut their heads off.  They are monsters thriving in the dark basements of 

our souls.  They feed on our selfishness.  They thrive on our self-indulgence.  

When we shift our focus from ourselves to others, they will cry out and call us 

back to them.  And in that moment we must not surrender to them.  We must 

not give into them.  Instead we must chase even harder after Jesus and deny 

our idols the attention they demand.  Only through the power of the Spirit will 

our chains be broken.  Christ’s victory over death made our new life in 

freedom possible.  When starving idols rage we must answer by focusing our 

efforts on the imitation of Jesus.   

 

We do this not for our own sake, but for the sake of others – hoping to 

tomorrow to love them more completely than we do today. 
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CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, let’s review: 

 Sin is not about breaking rules or failing to follow rituals.  Sin is rejecting 

God and putting idols in His place.  We are all polytheistic idol makers by 

nature.   
 

 When we give ourselves to an idol we become its slave.  When we give 

our lives to Jesus we die and thus the chains of idolatry are broken and we 

are free to love others from a position of humility. 
 

 Holiness is not purity of action.  Rather holiness is purity of devotion.  

Holiness is living in the truth of monotheism. 
   

 Even though we are each tempted by different idols, we are all sinners.  

Not one of us is holy.  Understanding this makes living in non-judgmental 

humility possible.   
 

 We don’t strive for holiness by focusing inward and isolating ourselves.  

Rather we seek holiness by joining God’s mission in loving the world. 
 

Let’s return again to Jesus’ parable: 
 

He told them this parable: “No one tears a patch from a new garment 

and sews it on an old one. If he does, he will have torn the new 

garment, and the patch from the new will not match the old.  And no 

one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the new wine will 

burst the skins, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be 

ruined.  No, new wine must be poured into new wineskins. And no one 

after drinking old wine wants the new, for he says, ‘The old is better.’”   

Luke 5:36-39 

 

Now knowing what you know, which wine will you choose to drink?   

 

Are you able to let go of your rituals and rules and taste of the new wine?   

 

Or will stick with the old because the cell is familiar and safe? 
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WHAT ABOUT ALL THOSE RITUALS AND RULES? 
 
We aren’t done yet.  There is one more thing we need to address.    
 
It is all well and good to talk about freedom and the relative nature of sin; but 
the Bible is full rituals and rules.  There are two whole books (Leviticus and 
Deuteronomy) devoted to them.   Clearly they are there for some reason.  
Following the rituals and rules is not holiness.  Breaking the rituals and rules is 
not sin.  But the rituals and rules still have a purpose.   
 
They are tools.   
 
The rituals and rules are tools we use to help us maintain our freedom and 
keep us from sliding back into poly-theism.  They are meant to protect us 
from our sinful nature.   To gain greater understanding of this we should 
ponder Genesis 17—the moment when God gave Abraham his first ritual. 
 

The first 11 chapters of Genesis explain how God created the world.  There 

were three relationships that made his creation work:26  

1. God and People – He was God.  We were creation.  He loved and 

cared for us and we loved him in return. 

2. People and People – We were created to be partners with one 

another, looking out for one another’s best interests. 

3. People and the World – God appointed us to be the gardeners of the 

world who lovingly oversaw the rest of creation. 

 

The world based on these three relationships was a good place.  Not perfect.  

Not static.  There was room for growth, for evolution, and for more creation – 

but it was good. 

 

Then we messed it all up.  We decided that we didn’t need God because we 

could be like him.  We could do his job.  We could be his equal.  Without the 

first relationship in place, the other three relationships crumbled.  Injustice 

was born and the world became a difficult place to live.27   

 

Following Genesis 3 there are several stories of how the world fell apart 

without the three foundational relationships holding everything together in a 
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state of “good”.  By chapter 11 it would seem the great experiment of 

creation was over.  God had flooded the world once and started over, but still 

the people rejected his position as Lord and tried to build a tower to prove to 

him they were his equal.  In hopes of encouraging them to treat him as 

provider and creator, God scattered the people and made it so they could no 

longer communicate.28  The reader is left asking, “What will it take for 

humanity to understand?” In chapter 11 all seems hopeless. 

 

But then God does the unexpected.  He picks one guy and begins rebuilding 

the foundational relationships with him.  In Genesis 12 God called Abram and 

explained he was beginning a mission to restore right relationship between 

himself, humanity, and the land.  God told Abram his family would be the 

vehicle for mission.   

 

At this moment, at the inception of God’s mission, there were no rituals given 

to Abram to follow.  There were no rules to obey.  Abram simply had to trust 

and go the journey.  God would take care of everything else.29   

 

By Genesis 15, however, Abram still did not have an heir.  “How will the world 

come to know God through my family if I don’t have an heir?” Abram worried.  

So plagued by doubt and worry Abram decided to help God fulfill God’s 

mission by having a child with one of his wife’s slaves.   This move created a 

big mess in Abram’s family; which is where Genesis 17 begins: 

 

When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to him and 

said, “I am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless.  I will 

confirm my covenant between me and you and will greatly increase 

your numbers.”    

 

Abram fell facedown, and God said to him, “As for me, this is my 

covenant with you:  You will be the father of many nations.  No longer 

will you be called Abram; your name will be Abraham, for I have made 

you a father of many nations.  I will make you very fruitful; I will make 

nations of you, and kings will come from you.  I will establish my 

covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your 
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descendants after you for the generations to come, to be your 

God and the God of your descendants after you.  The whole land of 

Canaan, where you are now an alien, I will give as an everlasting 

possession to you and your descendants after you; and I will be their 

God.”   Then God said to Abraham, “As for you, you must keep my 

covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to 

come.  This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, 

the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall be 

circumcised.  You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of 

the covenant between me and you.”   

Genesis 17:1-11 

 

Here we find a beautiful example of a ritual in its proper place. Before God 

reminded Abraham of God’s trustworthiness (which He does at the end of the 

chapter by explaining to Abraham that Sarah was going to bear his heir) God 

gave Abraham the ritual of circumcision.30 It was something Abraham could 

do to remind himself of his relationship with God.  It was a tool to protect 

Abraham from giving himself over to the idols of doubt and self-reliance.     

 

The ritual was not a burden to suffer under.   God did not say to Abraham, 

“Oh and by the way, I really want you to be circumcised.  Faith and being a 

blessing to your neighbors was a good start, but it was just the beginning.  

Now that we have this relationship going, it’s time to get into the meat of it.  

So I’m going to start laying down some ground rules and I prefer you after this 

painful operation.”   

 

What God said to Abraham was, “I am going to do all these amazing things for 

you because I am the Living God who loves and I am on a mission.  All you 

need to do is live in that truth.”  But Abraham doubted.   In response to 

Abraham’s doubt, God gave Abraham a sign that would be a reminder of what 

God had promised, and thus was born a ritual for all Abraham’s household to 

follow.  Generation after generation would practice the ritual of circumcision 

and remember.   
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 All rituals and rules are this way.  They are gifts to remind us of who God is 

and who he has promised he will be.  When those rituals and rules become 

the point, when they begin to exhaust us, when we feel unworthy because we 

cannot follow them then we know we are misusing them.   

 

The rituals and rules are not the point.   

 

They are tools.   

 

Nothing more. 
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ENDNOTES 
                                                             
1 It was a Christian school.   
2 Exodus 20:15 
3 Galatians 5:20 
4 Leviticus 18:7 – Did anyone really need to be told this? 
5 Deuteronomy 5:17 
6 Leviticus 23:3 
7 As I write this paragraph I’m sitting on my front porch.  I can hear three 
different people at the bus stop taking the Lord’s name in vain.  I don’t think I 
can stone all three at one time. 
8 Matthew 7:1 
9 And don’t even get me started on books written about a certain boy wizard.  
Those books (in my misunderstanding) were directly from the Devil.  The 
author was cool.  Love her.  But the books were composed by Satan!  
10 And they left nothing to chance:  They followed not just the written Law 
(the Hebrew Scriptures, specifically the first five books, which are called the 
Torah) but the oral law, which fleshed out the contested, confusing, and 
vague portions of the written law. 
11 The parallels here with modern clergy are painful; but this is not the place 
to chase that rabbit trail.  Maybe I’ll run that critter down in another booklet. 
12 Jesus is still covering for his disciples, but it rests in the unspoken, “They’re 
with me.”  It is implied that the disciples are covered by the arguments that 
cover Jesus. 
13 Matthew 9:13 
14 For more on this look to Matthew 25:31-46.  Now there is something here 
that should give us pause.  Jesus ends this fourth retort with the assertion that 
if the Pharisees understood the statement from Hosea they would not have 
condemned the innocent.  Despite the fact that He “broke” the Sabbath law, 
Jesus believed He was innocent.  So Jesus felt His innocence was not based on 
obeying the rituals and rules.  Rather the rituals and rules served some 
purpose other than justification. 
15 The title “Son of Man” occurs throughout Ezekiel.  It begins in chapter 2. 
16 Daniel 7:13 
17 When we read the final parable of the Sermon on the Mount – Matthew 
7:24-29 – as a call for disciples of Jesus to follow the rituals and rules instead 
of making up their own way of living like those who don’t know Jesus, we 
completely miss the point and context of the entire sermon (Matthew 5-7).  
Jesus was speaking to people steeped in the rituals and rules.  They had been 
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pounded with them all their lives.  He was not encouraging them to devote 
themselves to the Law (as the Pharisees understood it) more deeply.  Rather 
He was contrasting “Jesus is Lord” holiness with holiness birthed from 
obedience to rituals and rules.  The religious devotion to the latter is shifting 
sand.  Sacrificing all to live in the radical reality of monotheism is building on a 
rock that does not change.  
18 The Law isn’t given until chapter 20 of Exodus. 
19 If holiness is devotion to God one naturally must ask the question, “How 
then is God holy?  Does this mean that he is committed to himself?”  This 
would sound bizarre and strangely self-absorbed if God was not triune.  The 
holiness of God is found in the relationship of the Trinity.  The Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit all are one.  It is in their devotion to one another that we see 
the true example of holiness.  Jesus was holy not because he obeyed all the 
rituals and rules, but rather because he only did what he saw the Father 
doing.   
20 John 8:34 
21 For a great short description of Corinth check out Ben Witherington III’s 
“The Acts of the Apostles: a Socio Rhetorical Commentary”, pages 537-539. 
22 John 8:7 
23 Acts 20:28. 
24 Genesis 4:7 
25 I’m not saying that there is no place for Bible study and meditation.  If you 

are going to imitate Jesus’ love you have to meditate on who God is and his 

Word provides the transformation to do so.  Yet when we made holiness 

about purity of action and sin about breaking rules, we made discipleship 

about sitting and learning to practice the rules.  This is a misunderstanding we 

must rectify. 
26 Genesis 1 and 2 contain two creation narratives which lay these three 
relationships out. 
27 Genesis 3:1-7 
28 Genesis 11:1-9 
29 Genesis 12:1-9 
30 As it turns out, this ritual becomes a fine case study of just how fine the line 
is between ritual as overburdening law and ritual as a tool to intimacy with 
God.  It is such a powerful symbol that its specific purpose lasts the whole 
narrative and even becomes the source of a major debate for the early 
church.  Paul rails against it precisely because following the ritual became so 
convoluted as to actually inhibit relationship with God and Israel’s call to bless 
all nations. 


