Reclaiming Holiness

By Paul Anderson


When you look at what’s hot and what’s not—holiness is not. Tolerance is, and iTunes, iPhones, texting, 24, and “looking fresh”—but not holiness. It sounds archaic to some—like from the Middle Ages when people had more time for things like holiness. Or like missionaries in polyester pants or sober saints who never smile. Isn’t holiness just for the spiritually elite? 


All of which shows how far we are from the real thing. Holiness is still a priority in heaven. We want to be free or happy, and God wants us to be holy. We need to know more about holiness—and we need to be more holy.


Whence cometh holiness?  For some it is 100% God's business.  So they put it in “cruise” and do as little as possible, fearful of working their way.  For others, holiness is primarily our assignment.  Their theme song is, “I'm So Nervous in the Service of the King.”  They trip on formula holiness or totem-poling sins (with theirs at the bottom) or a holiness of externals that bypasses the heart. There is another option—seeing holiness as God's work, but something we engage in.  Otherwise, scriptural admonitions mean nothing. “Without holiness no one will see the Lord.” I’d call that a high priority. What can we do as pastors and leaders to revisit this crucial theme in a balanced way? Consider the following:

HOLINESS IS THE WAY GOD IS

To sing of God’s holiness, as heaven does, is to praise his moral perfection. There is nothing inconsistent in his character—no compromising, no exploiting, no manipulating. He is without deception or deviation. As the Apostle John writes, “In him is no darkness at all” (I John 1:5). We see his holiness in his commandments (they are all holy—Psalm 19:7-10); in his works; in his anger toward sin; and in the judgment on the cross.


The root meaning of the Old Testament word for holiness suggests separation. What is holy is separated, set apart for a specific use. Furniture in the temple was called holy because it was consecrated for special use. God’s holiness sets him apart from everything unholy. While his love attracts, his holiness repels. The prophet writes, “You are of purer eyes than to look on evil and can not look on wrong” (Habakkuk 1:13).


The psalmist feels God’s distance and asks, “Why are you so far from helping me?” He answers his own question: “Yet thou art holy...” (Psalm 22:3). Isaiah has a fresh encounter with God. He hears the angels crying, “Holy, holy, holy,” but he doesn’t get holy goose bumps or feel close to the Lord. He says, “Woe is me. For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips” (Isaiah 6:5). Isaiah was not unholy by earthly standards. But when he catches a glimpse of real holiness, the awesome perfection of God, he sees the deep chasm that separates God’s righteousness from his rags. And after Peter as a new disciple comes face to face with the glory of Christ, he doesn’t say, “Wow, let’s see a little more of that power.” He cries, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8).


God stands apart in his holiness. We have no human counterpart, no model among mortals to compare with him. It is the quality that consistently calls for praise from the heavenly attendants. The attribute of God most visible to the courts of heaven is holiness. Whenever scripture pulls back the curtain and we participate momentarily in the heavenly drama, what do we hear the saints and angels singing? Not “love, love, love” but “HOLY, HOLY, HOLY.” We heard it in Isaiah’s time. They are singing it still in the Apocalypse (Revelation 4:8). The song of Moses at history’s curtain call proclaims, “Who shall not fear and glorify thy name, O Lord? For thou alone art holy” (Rev. 15:4).


Consider the names of God. Over thirty times Isaiah speaks of the “Holy One of Israel.”  Unholy demons knew they were in the presence of holiness when confronted by Jesus. They would cry out, “We know who you are, the holy one of God” (Mark 1:24).  The Spirit is not called the loving Spirit; he is the Holy Spirit. Holiness is assigned to all three members of the Godhead. We should ask why.


When God speaks of protecting his name, it is his holy name that is being guarded (Ezekiel 39:7). Jesus taught us to pray that his Father’s name would be kept holy. When Jesus prayed before his passion, he said, “Holy Father....”


The holiness of God comes under fire more than any divine attribute. People don’t complain about his love, but they chafe under the standards of a holy God. We might prefer that he would be a bit more flexible, but holiness has no give to it. 


It is a false dichotomy to see the holiness of God in the Old Testament and the love of God in the New. We see God’s steadfast love through the Old, and we find God’s holiness clearly in the New. But the predominant quality in both, around which every other attribute stands, is holiness. Whatever else God is, he is first of all holy. “Worship at his footstool. Holy is he” (Psalm 99:5). Nothing describes him better. 


Holiness is not only the way of God—

HOLINESS IS THE WILL OF GOD

The book of Leviticus was written to help a nation declared to be holy approach a holy God. Some form of the word “holiness” is used 89 times in the book. The message is clear: we don’t come to God any way we please. Creation doesn’t draw near to the Creator on its own terms but on his. The priest’s gold-plated turban told the story: “Holy to the Lord.”


When the ark of the covenant was being returned from Philistia, some men from Bethshemesh looked into the ark when it was stopped before a big rock. God slew seventy of them on the spot. The people mourned and said, “Who is able to stand before the Lord, this holy God?” (I Samuel 6:20). The answer: no one, unless he complies with God’s requirements. The psalmist posed the same question: “Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who shall stand in his holy place?” (Psalm 24:3). Clean hands and a pure heart were starters—both ceremonial and moral purity.


A holy God looks for holy people. The refrain repeated in Leviticus is,  “Be holy, for I am holy.” God wants children who are like him. And the call doesn’t change in a day of grace. Peter writes,  “As he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your conduct; since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy’” (I Peter 1:15,16).


Paul could hardly make it clearer: “This is the will of God, your sanctification...” (I Thess. 4:3). It doesn’t read, “This is the will of God, your happiness,” or “...your success.” If holiness is God’s will, it should be ours. If God is working on our holiness, and we are pursuing our happiness, heaven and earth have a major disconnect. In fact, God chose us “that we should be holy and blameless before him” (Ephesians 1:4). He wants his children to “share his holiness” (Hebrews 12:10).


 Jesus loved righteousness and hated wickedness. Joy was the by-product (Hebrews 1:9). J. I. Packer said, “Holiness is the substance of which happiness is the spin-off; those who chase happiness miss it, but to those who pursue holiness, happiness of spirit comes unasked.”


 A friend who had experienced much pain once said with great emotion, “I want to be free, I want to be free.” And I believe God hears his cry. But those who listen to the sober exhortations of God’s Word will say with deep yearning, “I want to be holy, I want to be holy.” And it will become a pursuit, as scripture says it must (Hebrews 12:14).


God certainly desires that we experience his love, but we can’t do it without also tasting his holiness. To receive God’s light is to know God’s love. So holiness is not only the way of God. It is clearly his will. Then how do we become holy? By understanding that—

HOLINESS IS THE WORK OF GOD

Praying before lunch at work or dropping the hemline or carrying a Bible may look to some like holy things, but God is after the inside. That is why holiness is ultimately a work of God. The religious leaders in Jesus’ day had the sick look of self-contrived holiness. In fact, they were walking dead men. Holiness must hit the heart where I live and think and feel and will. Holiness has everything to do with Christ-like character, nothing to do with pious talk or action.


I need to acknowledge right from the start that holiness is outside my realm. I must take both my sin and God’s perfection seriously. To give it my best shot as if holiness is within range misses the point completely. Holiness is beautiful, but there is nothing uglier than religious flesh, the rags of my own righteousness. There is no more proud profession than that I can be like God by my own efforts. 


A far more appropriate response to God’s call would echo Isaiah, “You are so holy and I am so unholy. How can the two of us come together?” The same humble reflection arises after seeing a breathtaking landscape high in the Rockies and I realize, “God and I are different.” To worship the beauty of God’s holiness is to declare that we lack that kind of loveliness. Until we have said, “Woe is me,” we’re not ready for God’s brand of holiness. God’s call means more than giving up something for Lent. It means a complete overhaul, an inner transformation. And that is why it is God’s work, not mine. And as God allows us to grow in grace and holiness, the awareness of our unholiness will increase, not decline.


Yet in saying that, I am not suggesting that we are spectators in the process. Something is required of us. Were that not the case, we would all be equally holy, because God’s desire for us all is the same. And yet some cooperate more and some resist.


Holiness is both an event and a process, a position and a practice. It takes us from the indicative to the imperative, what God declares to what God desires. It moves from being to doing. Too many think of holiness as something we do or don’t do, making holiness a matter of externals. It’s the heart of humanity that is “deceitful above all things and desperately wicked,” so that’s where we must start. And no one operates on the heart but Doctor Jesus.


But to make no room for our involvement would be akin to someone saying, “If God wants to make me an athlete, he can certainly do it.” Paul says that an athlete trains—and so does a disciple. He exhorts Timothy: “Train yourself in godliness,” suggesting a lifelong process.


We are declared holy when the blood of Christ sanctifies us. From that time on we are called saints, holy ones. Then the event of sanctification starts the process of sanctification. Paul wrote, “This is the will of God, your sanctification...”, and he described behavior both appropriate and unbecoming of a believer. Because we are holy (being), we are commanded to live out our calling in holy living (doing). The more we remember our identity, the more our behavior will reflect it. We concentrate more on what God has done for us in Christ than on what we are called to do for God. Holy does as holy is, not vice verse.


The process of being totally overhauled, of being “conformed to the image of his Son,” otherwise called sanctification, is a lifelong one. It is the lie of Satan to say that I can be like God overnight (Genesis 3:5). We can have instant credit and instant coffee but not instant holiness.


God gives us the clothes of his righteousness and we put them on. Our job is not to make them. Adam and Eve tried that when they realized they had blown it big. God made them more appropriate clothing, and he does the same for us. We put on what he has made available to us through Christ. As Paul says, “Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, and patience” (Colossians 3:12). Holiness is more a gift than an achievement. The good works are created for us; we walk in them (Ephesians 2:10). 


When people tell me my son is a spittin’ image of me, I couldn’t be prouder. So with our Father in heaven. He has put the Spirit of his Son within us and we have a longing to be like God. God’s call to holiness is not a directive to asceticism but an invitation to relationship, one in which we want to be where he is, do what he does, and love as he loves. What we do grows out of who we are (and whose we are).


Ultimately, we must say with the hymnwriter, “Only Thou art holy, there is none beside Thee.” Holiness is the way of God, not man. But because he is a father, holiness is also the will of God. We are called to be holy because our father is holy. And through the work of Christ and the indwelling Holy Spirit, it is also the work of God.







