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Have you ever fallen into a rut – I mean literally?  About three weeks ago I was driving home, and turned into our neighborhood.  We have asphalt streets, not curbs or gutters.  The edges are uneven, eroded by water run off.  Suddenly I felt my car jerk to the right as the tires got caught in a rut.
You know how that feels.  You’re not even sure how it happened.  You weren’t paying close attention.  But now you are.  To get things back under control, you have to focus.  You have to pay attention.  
I gripped the steering wheel firmly with both hands, and steered a sharp left.  I felt the resistance against the tires as they scrambled for traction up the rut.  But then, just as suddenly, the car was back in the right lane.  

The same is true of our lives.  We can slip into a rut without thinking about it. In fact that’s how it happens, when we are not paying attention.  We slip into some mindless routine that diminishes our fellowship with Christ and ability to live for him.
I think this is why Peter gave the exhortation he did in our passage, to protect believers from slipping into ruts or helping them out.  
The church was facing persecution; more was on the way.  It would be easy for them to yield to the pressures of fear, worry or disapproval, and change how they were living.   

Perhaps some pulled back from meeting with other believers.  Others muted their testimony for Christ with family and friends.  The lamp was being concealed, the salt was losing its flavor.  It can happen, easily, and for reasons less intense than persecution.
In our own society, do Christians face no fear or worry or disapproval for their faith?  Are they under no pressure to conform?  It is easy to become casual about Christ, to find ourselves in a rut where we have gone days, weeks, months, maybe years relatively indifferent.  Practically speaking, indifferent toward Christ means no different from the world.
None of us are immune.  So let’s take a look at our verses.  

Peter began his letter by focusing on the sure hope of the Christian.   There is nothing more wonderful or certain than our hope in Christ.
Then, in verses 10-12, which I read, he shifted our focus from the sure hope of our calling to the immense privilege that it is.  
Your life and this church’s life are the cutting edge of God’s redemptive work.  If you don’t believe that, you may not understand the Good News.  The blessings God has fulfilled in his Son and now pours out through his Spirit on us, and on churches like ours, are greater than anything the prophets envisioned.  They are so wonderful that they captivate the attention of angels.
Given the hope of our calling and its immense privilege, what is left but to live our calling, to live it out with zeal and courage and joy?  This is what verses 13-16 are about.

Here we come to four exhortations:  Prepare you minds for action; Be self-controlled; Set your hope fully on the grace to be give you; Do not conform to the evil desires you once lived for, but be holy in all you do.

The order is significant.  The last exhortation to holiness receives the emphasis.  The others build toward it.  Verses 15-16 read:  “But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy yourselves in all your conduct; for it is written; ‘Be holy, because I am holy.’”

Peter grounds his exhortation to holiness in God himself – he is holy.  He backs it up with God’s own command.  The term “holy” is repeated three times here.  
Preparing your minds for action is a means to an end.  Being self-controlled is a means to an end.  Focusing on your hope is a means to an end.  Living a holy life is the end in view.

The three exhortations leading to it are intended to guard us from ruts that keep us from pursuing our calling.

I’ll get to these, but first let’s be clear on what this command to be holy means.
Peter underscores holiness cannot be confined to a state of mind or heart.  True holiness is tangible.  It is evident.  It is unmistakably transforming.  Peter makes this clear when he says be holy in all your conduct.  God expresses his holiness. You and I are to do the same.
Holiness is to describe the way you work, the way you play, the way you love, the way you learn, your use of free time, family time, and rest, the commitments you make and the way you keep them.
This is the principle work of God in the Christian.  To that end he fills us with the Holy Spirit, also called the Spirit of holiness, so every part of your life is affected.
Holiness refers to separation from sin, from all that is contrary to God, because he has separated or called us to himself.  Verse 14 underscores the alternative to being holy is conforming to the pattern of this fallen world – remaining in the rut of this fallen world.  Only Peter put this in terms of our own lives.  He writes of 
“conforming to the evil desire you had when you lived in ignorance”.  That is, of God, his being, authority, laws, mercy, and covenant of grace; his son and his son’s return.
“Be holy” means instead, we are to conform our lives to God.  Your life is to bear striking resemblance to his own.  This involves separation, not from the people who live and think differently, but from their lifestyles, from the forces and impulses that controlled you and kept you godless.
Holiness is not just a matter of character but the way you live.  Now, let’s return to those first three exhortations as means to this end.
The first, in verse 13, literally reads, “gird up the loins of your mind.”  The image Peter invokes is an ancient one.  When a man prepared to run a race or fight, he would gather up the hems of his long robes, bring them up to his waste and then tie a belt about himself.  This became an image of resolve, determination to let nothing to hold you back, to use all your strength.
When Peter says “gird up the loins of your mind,” he is not referring to your mental ability, but to your understanding of Christ and the hope you have.  He is saying, be prepared in all things to act on your understanding of who Christ is and the hope he represents.  

Don’t fall into the rut of acting like a pagan because you no longer think like a Christian.

In the next verse, 14, as we have seen, Peter speaks of our conforming to the lusts we used to have.  He equates this with living in ignorance.  

The desires of the flesh are ignorant.  They make no distinctions, respect no boundaries, honor nothing and no one.  If you want something you want it.  It makes no difference whether it belongs to your neighbor.  If you want sex, you want it.  It makes no difference whether the woman is your wife.  If you want happiness, you want it.  It makes no difference how self-centered you have to be to get.  If you want money, you want it.  It doesn’t matter that you rob God of his tithe, Uncle Sam of his taxes, or you creditors of the monies owed to them.  If you want safety, you want it.  It doesn’t matter if that means you stand for nothing.

Gird up the loins of your mind.  Always be prepared to act in light of what you know is true.  Don’t pretend as if you didn’t.  

This brings us to the second exhortation:  “Be self-controlled.” The term refers to sobriety and is often translated, “Be sober”. 
Peter is saying, Don’t fall under the influence of anything that dulls you, that puts you in a spiritual stupor so you cannot see clearly, or speaking plainly or live responsibly for Christ.
To be sober is to be alert and aware, to exercise sound judgment, to discern good from evil.
There are ruts you can fall into that leave you spiritually dazed.  Alcohol and drugs are among them.  In truth the things that waste your time waste you.
You think you can watch two or three hours of junk on TV night after night, and week after week, and be as spiritually alert and discerning as Christ wants you to be?  If you were that alert, you wouldn’t be watching two or three hours of junk TV in the first place, spending two hours a day playing video games or surfing the web on autopilot.  We read all kinds of warnings about restricting video consumption for small children because we know it is detrimental to the development of their brains.  Shouldn’t that be a warning to us all? 
Americans consume entertainment like Russians consume alcohol, until they’re in a stupor, until they’ve had their fill and pass out.
Be self-controlled.  It is about guarding your passion for Christ so you live for what matters.  It’s about not wasting your life.
Here is the third admonition:  “Set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed.”

Here is the third admonition:  “Set your hope fully on the grace on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed.”  In other words, without hesitation, without reservation.  

Live so confident in Christ and his return that you act on the basis of this, that it shapes your life.

The world cannot understand this focus to which we are called, and perhaps even Christians get it wrong.  Setting our hope on the return of our Savior is not meant to distract us from hard things here and now, or excuse our doing nothing about evil and injustice in the name of waiting for the Lord.
On the contrary, the hope that Christ guarantees is no invitation to live carelessly or irresponsibly.  Did Jesus himself not teach that it is the expectation of seeing his master return that makes the steward faithful to honor him in his absence?  

Setting our hope on Christ and his return has nothing to do with flights of fancy.  Throughout the New Testament, hope of seeing Christ visibly, physically return feeds believers’ determination to pattern their living in the light of his coming, to use the same discernment in living their lives that he will use when he evaluates their lives.

The hope we have is a stinging rebuke to complacency and self-indulgence.  It is the greatest incentive to be holy in all we do.

So we have the three exhortations:  

To gird up the loins of our mind, always prepared to act on the understanding the Lord has given us rather than neglect it or pretend ignorance.  

To “Be sober”, alert and discerning, rather than fall under influences that leave render us listless and complacent.

To “Set your hope fully on the grace on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed.”  When this is our focus, we live now with greater purpose, not lesser; passionate over what matters rather prideful over what does not.  

Holiness is not some spiritual goal separated from our daily lives, the choices we face, the relationships we have, the tasks we must perform.  Holiness is to be the substance of our entire lives.  May the Lord strengthen us with the resolve, the discipline, and the focus necessary to live holy before him and men; to say the course and avoid the ruts.  Amen. 
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