ON HOLINESS

The lesson has been translated from a Bible Study given by His Eminence Metropolitan Ambrosios of Korea on
May 17, 2020.
Translator’s Note: The translator, Sophia Nichols, is responsible for any errors, omissions or inconsistencies.

Today we will study 1 Peter1:15-16:

“but as He who called you is holy, you also be
holy in all your conduct because it is written, ‘Be
holy for I am holy.’ ”
Those of you who attended the previous lessons
remember that the Apostle Peter in verse 14 gives us a
negative declaration and says not to collaborate, not
to comply with the worldly sinful desires that you had
before you became a Christian.
After the negative phrase he gave, he now gives us a
positive in verse 15 and states that on the contrary, all
your behavior should be holy. As holy as the God who
called you.
Let us dwell for a moment on what Peter tells us, that
God has called us. This means that the fact that we are
Christians we owe exclusively to the fact that God
Himself called us out of His infinite love and mercy.
God calls all people. But, unfortunately not all people
respond to His calling. We who have responded to His
call, to His invitation and belong to His Church, have a
tremendous obligation.

And what is this great obligation
that we have? It is to be like Him.
That is why Peter tells us here that
all our behavior must be holy, as
holy as God who called us.
Before proceeding with the
analysis of this great verse, let us
say that this section, like the next
one, is based on the background
of what God says to Moses which
is described in the book of
Leviticus chapters 17-27. This
section in Leviticus is called the
Code of Holiness. In other words,
God tells Moses to tell the
Israelites what they should do in
their daily lives.
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We should say that this is
parallel to what Isaiah 52:11
says and what the Apostle
Paul repeats almost word for
word in 2 Corinthians 6 :17,
“Therefore come out from
among them and be separate
says the Lord. Do not touch
what is unclean, and
I will receive you.”
We know that God is holy in an
absolute sense and we
Christians are saints by Grace.

We must be careful and
attentive during the time of our
worship. We have many
references to the sanctity of
God.
During the time of the Holy
Anaphora in the Divine Liturgy
we chant:

“Then one of the seraphim was sent to me. He had a live coal in his
hand, which he took with tongs from the altar. He touched my
mouth, and said, ‘Behold this has touched your lips. Your
lawlessness is taken away, and your sin is cleansed.’ ” Isaiah 6:6-7

“Holy, holy, holy Lord of
angelic hosts, Heaven and
earth are filled with your glory.
Hosanna in the highest;
Blessed is he who comes in the
name of the Lord. Hosanna in
the Highest.”
This wonderful hymn that the
angels sang when Isaiah saw
the vision, we chant in our
Church word for word.

The Church at the time of worship
calls us Christians saints. That’s
why we say, “Let us be attentive!
The Holy Gifts for the Holy people
of God!” In other words the Holy
Gifts are to be given to the holy;
the Christians.

But the answer that the people
give to the priest during worship
is really striking. When the priest
says to be careful to give the Holy
Gifts to the saints, the faithful
answer and say, “One is Holy, One
is Lord, Jesus Christ.”
In an absolute sense, only God is
holy.

It is beneficial to understand what
exactly the word saint means. This is
very important and will help us to
comprehend the essence of the subject.
The word saint in Greek (Ά-γιος) is
derived from the privative prefix alpha
which is almost always negative, and
the word earth.
In other words, a saint means one who
has nothing to do with the earth, the one
who is superior to the earth.
At this point we must be careful not to
think that what we are saying is that a
Christian is an alien. A Christian lives on
Earth, because he consists of body but
also a soul. So he lives on Earth, but his
heart, thoughts and mind are always
focused on Heaven.
Man lives on Earth but his goal is to be
like Holy God.

That is why the word holy
or saint in the Old
Testament means the
things that are dedicated to
God. We see that in the Old
Testament God Himself
says to separate certain
things and to dedicate them
to the temple. Therefore a
holy person is the one who
is dedicated to God, the one
who stands out from the
sinful world and lives a life
devoted to God.

That means in practice when we say
that God is the Extreme Humility, I who
am a Christian cannot be an egoist.
God is love. I who am a Christian
cannot be a person of hatred.
In other words, I must strive to reach
the holiness of God. This will never
happen, because to the fullest extent as
we previously said, only God is holy.
But with my struggle I must try to be
holy like God.

Let me give you an
example from ancient
Greece that has to do
with Alexander the
Great. It is said that in a
particular battle one of
the soldiers of
Alexander the Great
fainted and left the
battlefield because he
was afraid and hid.
When the officers
brought it to the
attention of Alexander
the Great he said,
“Bring him here in front
of me.”

When Alexander the Great
saw him, he asked him
why he left the battle. He
was frightened standing
in front of him and said, “I
was very scared.”
Alexander the Great then
asked him, “What is your
name?” He replied,
“Alexander.”

And then Alexander
the Great said to him,
“Alexander, you can
do one of two things.
You have a choice.
You can be brave
during battle or you
can change your
name. You cannot
embarrass me, the
King Alexander, who
am brave in war, by
being a coward and
having my name.”

So we cannot call ourselves
Christians and say that we
are children of God, that we
believe in God, and live a
sinful life. We cannot live
contrary to the sanctified life
that God teaches us.
In other words, Christ must
be our prototype Whom we
submit to, so we can be like
Him.

To understand this let me give
you another example. Let’s
take a sculptor who wants to
carve a statue. The sculptor,
painter or other artist usually
has a model or a design in
front of him. Sculptors often
have live models in front of
them so they can reproduce
exactly what they see.
So they have in front of them a
raw material such as a piece of
marble or stone and they use
their chisel and tools while
looking at their model, and try
to reproduce the model or
design in front of them.

We as Christians,
having Christ in
front of us as we
see Him through
the Scriptures and
as the Church
teaches us, try to
work on and perfect
our character to
emulate Christ, our
role model, as
much as possible.

If we want to describe into words what it
means to be holy we could say, “Imitating
Christ”. That’s what holiness is.
Of course this cannot be done to the
fullest extent. Absolutely no human being
can reach the Archetype of who Christ is.
We do know that with humility and
acknowledgment of our sinfulness we will
struggle and strive as much as possible to
imitate Christ. The more we struggle, the
more we will reach our goal.
We must always try to remember what our
ideal is. We must have an ideal in our
lives, a goal, a purpose, a target.
And the ideal is none other than the ideal
of holiness, that is, to become saints.

People, as we know, set a lot
of goals in their lives. They
have many ideals. Many times
they are good goals. Other
times they are not good goals,
such as to become rich,
acquire wealth, become
famous, gain honors, and
there are 1000 other things
people set as goals.

But the greatest ideal and goal
and the best for one to wish to
accomplish on Earth is to
become saints.
A very moving example is what
we know from the life of St.
Nektarios. As a child his
mother and grandmother
educated him at home. As a
very young boy when asked
what he wanted to be when he
grew up St. Nektarios would
say, “I want to become a
saint.”

In fact Peter says here that we
must be careful that every detail of
our lives is sanctified, that every
aspect of our lives is holy.
Our family relationships must be
holy. Our social relationships with
acquaintances and all of society
must be sacred. Our relationships
with our friends, with our enemies,
with our coworkers must all be
holy.

We must constantly ask ourselves
in our daily lives when we are
about to do something, “What
does God want from me at this
particular moment? How would
Christ act?” In order to imitate Him
in practice, this is how we should
think. “What would Christ do in
this case? What would Christ say
in this case?”

St. Silouan, whose book we recently
published, helps us understand what it
means to be like Christ.
At one point in the chapter titled “We
are Children of God and in the Likeness
of the Lord”, Saint Silouan says:
“The Lord so loved us that for our sake
He was made flesh, and shed His Blood
for us and gave us to drink thereof, and
gave us His most holy Body; and thus
we have become His children, of
His Body and Blood, and are in the
likeness of the Lord in the flesh, as
children to the end are like their
fathers,…”

We all are familiar with seeing a
child and exclaiming, “Look at
him, he looks exactly like his
father” or, “Look at her she
looks exactly like her mother”.
This is precisely what the Saint
is telling us here.
The people will see us who are
created in the image of God and
from the image, with the
cultivation of grace, we move
towards His likeness and they
will say, “In his face we see
Christ.” This is exactly what the
St. Silouan means here.

At another point, shortly after the paragraph we previously cited, he says:
“Grace gave me to know that all men who love God and keep His
commandments are filled with light and are in the likeness of the Lord;
where as those who go against God are full of darkness and in the likeness
of the enemy.”
We have to think about this day and night. How will we be in the likeness of
Christ? How will we approach holiness?

We see that 1Peter 1:16 is simply the
foundational hagiographic that Peter told us in
the 15th verse.
For those who are interested to see where what
the Lord says, “…for I, the Lord your God, am
holy.”; it is written in Leviticus 11:44, 11:45, 20:7.
We must add that this command of God for us to
become holy was said in the Old Testament to
Israel. Israel was God’s chosen people.
What does chosen mean? It means that God
called them. God had chosen Israel but because
the people of Israel did not believe in the
Messiah, that Jesus Christ of Nazareth is the true
Messiah, they lost their holiness.

This ideal of holiness was transferred.
Where was it transferred? It has now been
transferred to the Church.
Ancient Israel did not believe. Now
Christians are the new Israel, the new
chosen people of God. Holiness is now in
the Church. That is why we say that the
Church is a communion of saints.
In order to better understand this we must
say that the purpose of the Church which
Christ founded with His Holy Blood, is
none other than holiness. The Church is a
workshop to produce saints! It is a saintproducing factory.
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A church that does not produce saints is
not the Church that Christ founded.
Because the Church founded by Christ
has as its purpose to be a community of
saints.

Let’s look again to St. Silouan who gives some nice examples from his personal
experience which show us how a sinner becomes holy and how a saint, if he is not
careful about sinning, becomes the opposite of holy.
He says, “I once knew a boy who looked like an angel. He was submissive and gentle. His
little face was pink and white; his clear blue eyes shown kind and tranquil. But when he
grew up he began to lead a bad life, and lost the grace of God; and so by the time he
reached the age of thirty, he looked a mixture of man and devil, wild beast and cut-throat,
and the whole appearance of him was ruthless and dreadful.”

And he continues; “I know
a girl, too, who was very
beautiful - her face was so
radiant and lovely that
many were envious of her
beauty. But through sin
she lost grace, and then it
was painful to look at her.”

And now he gives us
some examples of
the opposite
scenario: “But I have
also seen the
reverse. I have seen
men arrive in the
Monastery with faces
disfigured by sin and
passion, but with
repentance and a
devout life they
changed and became
good to look upon.”

He writes about a time in the old Russian
monastery where he lived:

“Another time the Lord let me see a priest,
as he stood hearing confessions, in the
image of Christ. Though his hair was white
with age, his face looked young and
beautiful like the face of a boy, so
inexpressibly radiant was he. In the same
way I once saw a bishop during the
Liturgy. I also saw Father John of
Kronstadt, by nature an ordinary-looking
man until grace gave his face the beauty of
an angel and made one want to gaze at
him.”
So we see how much the grace of God
transforms man and how much cultivating
virtue helps a person look like Christ.
The holy man, the man of God is wanted to
be seen by everyone, as Saint Silouan
says about Saint John of Kronstadt.

On the contrary, a person
who is not of God but
follows the will of the
devil with egoism,
jealousy, hatred in his
heart and so on;
immediately creates a
repulsion for you. It is
not pleasant to socialize
with him. That’s why you
don’t want to
communicate with him.

I will conclude by
saying that the
saints are not only
to be depicted on
our church walls and
their icons hung in
our homes, but the
saints must be in
our lives.
They are the
prototypes that lead
us to the Archetype,
that is Christ.
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On the feast-days of the saints we
process the icon of the saint inside
and outside the church as we do
here at St. Nicholas Cathedral in
Seoul on the Saint’s feast-day. We
litanize the icon of Saint Nicholas to
bless our city. In this way the living
saints must be liturgized in the
world, to live in the world, to walk in
the world.
This is done by the saints who are
in Heaven but also by the ones
among us. Many times people can
see them with their physical eyes.
I don’t mean the saints who are in
the Church Triumphant but I mean
the saints who are in the Church
Militant. In other words, we as
Christians must be saints. We must
be like Christ. We must walk as
living images of Christ in the world.

The great Russian writer,
Dostoyevsky, said this very
well-known phrase:
“Beauty will save the world.”
When he says, “beauty”, he
does not mean external
beauty such as a work of art
or something beautiful in
nature and so on. He means
holiness. Holiness will save
the world. The saints will save
the world.
Those who imitate Christ in
their lives will be for society,
for the world, the light and
salt and this is what will save
the world. Today the world is
not only in need of scientists
and professionals. Mainly it
needs saints.

So let it remain
deeply engraved in
our hearts and minds
what 1Peter 1:16
says which repeats
what is in the Old
Testament: “Be holy,
for I am holy.”
This is what God
Himself told us.
The more Saints the
world has the more
sanctified and divine
the society in which
we live will be.

Questions:
“Are there saints today? And if there
are how do we know and understand
them?”
Of course there are. There has never
been a time since Christ founded the
Church up until today that there are no
saints.
And it’s not only the saints who have
been consecrated in the hagiology of
our Church from the first centuries up
until today. We have many saints that
we do not know about. Only God
knows them.
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With the presence of these anonymous
saints in our lives and with their
prayers the world is preserved.
Because the world constantly goes
toward evil it would have been
destroyed if the saints did not exist.
They maintain the world.

We recommend that you
read the lives of the saints,
especially the modern-day
saints such as
St. Nektarios, St. Arsenios,
St. Seraphim of Sarov,
St. John of Kronstadt,
St. Porphyrios, St. Paisios,
St. Silouan the Athonite and
all those saints. You will
see that these saints did
not live many centuries ago
but recently; how they lived
and how we can imitate
their example.

The question has another side which
asks: “If there are saints today how will
we know and understand them? What are
the characteristics of the saints?”
One could say many things but I will just
say three words to you.

The first word is humility and the second
is obedience. When we see a man who is
humble, this man surely has obedience to
the Church, to what Christ tells him
through His Church and he will apply this
in his life. And the third is that he will
have love. As his life goes on we will see
that he loves God more, his fellow human
beings and even his enemies.

We will say this in a
negative way now. A man
who has no humility, has
not obeyed the Church and
has no love for all including
his enemies; even if you
see him performing
miracles, do not believe
that this person is a saint.

“Many will say to Me in
that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have
we not prophesied in Your
name, cast out demons
in Your name, and done
many wonders in Your
name?’ And then I will
declare to them, ‘I never
knew you;
depart from Me, you who
practice lawlessness!’ ”
Matthew 7:22-23

Christ told us this: On
Judgment Day they will
say, “In Your name we
performed miracles.”
Christ tells them, “I do
not know you.” This is
because they did not
have love and did not
have these elements
we discussed which
are characteristics of
all the saints.

Another question: “People are
different from one another.
There are clerics and lay people;
educated and uneducated
people, etc. Is there a difference
in the way each person imitates
Christ?”
In the matter of holiness there is
no difference between clergy
and laity; educated and
uneducated; theologians and
non-theologians. Holiness is a
common heritage for all people,
in every time period and for all
ages.
In other words holiness has
nothing to do with education or
profession, with the age of a
person, or anything else you can
imagine. All human beings can
become saints because, I repeat,
holiness is universal for
everyone.

As you know every day in our
Church we celebrate the
commemoration of the saints. If
you look up the saints we
celebrate daily you will see huge
differences. For example, there
are patriarchs and small
children. They can be women or
men, aristocrats or poor,
educated or uneducated. There
are all classes of people from all
categories of human beings who
are saints in the Church.
In short we can say that we
can all imitate Christ.
In other words we can all inherit
the Kingdom of God! Because if
only certain categories of people
could inherit it then God would
be unjust. God has prepared His
Inheritance, His Kingdom in
Heaven for all without exception.

Another question has to do with
temptations we face that are
sexual in nature. The person
asks, “What can we do to
overcome them?”
This is a big question that takes
a lot of time to answer which we
do not have right now. I’ll just
say a few words.
Physical temptations are one
part of temptations. There are
many temptations.
I will start by saying something
generally. What does one do
when he is tempted to lie? What
does one do when he is tempted
to steal or slander and criticize
people? What should he do?

For example, the person who criticizes
others and considers him or herself to be
better and perfect while others are nothing,
must understand that this is a great sin.
This is the first step, to understand that
criticism is a great sin. If I continue to
criticize I will not have the mercy of God.
How will God have mercy on me for my
sins if I constantly criticize others?
So what should I do? Since I acknowledge
that this is a great sin, slander for example,
I must struggle not to criticize others. I
must ask for God’s mercy. I must go to
Holy Confession because I criticize my
fellow human beings which means that I
have no love and that’s why I criticize
them. If I had love I would not criticize
them. I need to become humble and start
cutting off this passion of criticizing
others.

First, I acknowledge that this is a
great sin. Second, I repent and ask
for God’s mercy to forgive me.
Third, I start struggling to quit this
passion. The next step will be for
God to hear my prayer, to accept
my struggle and slowly, slowly
help me get rid of the passion of
condemning others.
With that in mind we can answer
the question of what we need to do
when we are possessed by a
sexual passion.
I will understand that this is a sin
contrary to the will of God which is
unlawful and I must repent, pray,
ask for God’s mercy. I must fight
and God will supervise and help
me be free from this passion.

Something that is very
important is that we must be
extremely careful about our
thoughts. The Holy Fathers
who speak on these matters
place great emphasis on the
subject of thoughts
(λογισμών). If we do not let
the devil come into our
thoughts then the devil cannot
do anything to us. But if we do
not guard our thoughts then
they are like open windows
where sin enters.
If an unclean thought comes
we must chase it away with
our prayer, with our struggle,
and so we will be able to
slowly get rid of the
temptations of the flesh.

So the first thing is to struggle
against the impure thoughts and
the second is to be careful of our
eyes, of what we see. Our eyes
are the other windows through
which sin enters. This is
especially true today with so
many temptations and images
shown on television and on the
Internet. We need to be vigilant
and not let those images enter
our eyes, to not let sin enter us.

Another question: “Α person
who has love, is humble and
helps his neighbor but has not
known Christ, can that person
become a saint?”
We in fact have many examples
from the time before and after
the Incarnation of Christ of
people who lived according to
their conscience and tried to
follow the law of their
conscience; not to hurt anyone,
to love their neighbor and so on.
God knows where He will place
them. We are not lawyers for
God to tell Him where to put
them and what to do with them.
Surely God will show His mercy
to all these people and will rank
them where He, as the God of
Love, knows.

The surest path
to holiness is
faith in Christ
and our life in the
Church of Christ.
This is the
safest, most
secure way. But
there are other
paths that only
God knows what
He will do with
the millions of
people who for
one reason or
another did not
know Christ.

Let us ourselves be
very careful, who
have known Christ.
We who had the
special privilege of
being called by
Christ as Saint Peter
tells us, if we do not
apply the will of God
in our lives, if we do
not try to imitate
Christ; we will be
unaccounted for.
We will not have
any excuse.

THANK YOU!

I want to thank you very much for your attention and
for your questions which are very interesting. Your
questions give us a lot of joy and help us to know
what concerns and issues you have so that we can
have better communication with one other.

