Holiness
The Call to Holiness

The one unwavering claim that God has always had on his people has been the call to holiness—to be set apart to Him and for Him.  From Adam, to Abraham, to his people Israel, to the redeemed in Christ, His charge to us has been to walk with Him and before Him in perfect fellowship and obedience:
When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to him and said, "I am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless. –Genesis 17:1

Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession…you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. –Exodus 19:5-6
You are to be holy to me because I, the Lord, am holy, and I have set you apart from the nations to be my own. –Leviticus 20:26
Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. –Matthew 5:48

You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. –Ephesians 4:22-24
May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it. -1 Thessalonians 5:23-24

As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance. But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: "Be holy, because I am holy." -1 Peter 1:14-15
The perfection of the Garden of Eden was based on two conditions: Absence of sin and fellowship with God.  These were nullified by The Fall but have been re-instated in Christ.  The end of the age will see a full and permanent restoration of all things when we are changed from our fallen state into his immortal likeness (see 1 Corinthians 15:51 and 1 John 3:2).  But we do not have to wait until then to know what it means to walk in holy fellowship with God.
And when Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit. At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. –Matthew 27:50-51
At the moment of the death of Jesus, the curtain in the Temple that separated the Most Holy Place of God’s indwelling presence was torn in two from top to bottom signaling the invitation of God through Jesus Christ for all mankind to come into his holy presence.  Access to the very throne room of God was opened and the opportunity for perfect fellowship with our Maker was restored.  Sin no longer separated us from our God.
Saved from the Power of Sin or Just the Penalty of Sin?

But is the sin problem really resolved in Christ?  Does the forgiveness of sin that is offered in Jesus deliver us only from the penalty of sin, or is it sufficient to deal with the propensity to sin?   What is meant to be the fruit of repentance and salvation?  Are we selling the gospel short if we accept God’s positional justification but do not gain a practical victory over sin in our daily lives?
There is a song made famous by Bob Carlisle and, more recently, by Donnie McClurkin, which recounts a story about a monk who, when asked about the nature of the monastic life, replied:
We fall down, we get up 
We fall down, we get up 
We fall down, we get up 
And the saints are just the sinners 
Who fall down and get up 1
Now, I understand that the main, and perfectly valid, point of the song is that the grace and mercy of God is available to all, even, and especially, when we fall and that falling happens even to those who are devoted followers of Jesus.  But this song reflects the mentality for much, if not most, of the North American church that falling into sin is as inevitable as the sunrise and that there is no practical difference between the saint and the sinner—other than the saint has a revelation of forgiveness that allows him or her to get up again after falling into sin.  But I need to ask, “Is this the full reward of the ransom of Christ?”
I have heard the expression from the lips of Christians, “I’m just a sinner saved by grace.”  My response is, “Is that all you are in Christ?” I do not dispute the concept that I am a sinner saved by grace, but the Word and my experience tells me that I am more than that.  Because the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in [me] (Romans 8:11) I am not “just a sinner saved by grace.”  While I am certainly human, I am not only human. 
His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.  -2 Peter 1:3-4

Participation in the divine nature, as Peter puts it, is what sets us apart from all other religious adherents in the world and allows us to escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.  

I was in a group setting where a brother in Christ made the glib confession, “I sin every day.”  There was no sense of sorrow or repentance in the admission nor was there any sense of surprise in the group.  The statement was made as an observation of natural fact—as if this would be true for all Christians, everywhere.  So, I asked him, “Why?” The group seemed to be more surprised by my question than by his statement.
Paul said, “We have an obligation—but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it” (Romans 8:12).  Before I was in Christ I was unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin (Romans 7:14).  I had no other choice but to sin.  But now that [I] have been set free from sin and have become a slave to God, the benefit [I] reap leads to holiness… (Romans 6:22).  If we really understood the remedy to sin and the participation in the divine nature that has been afforded to us in Christ, we would experience not only the forgiveness of our sin but the confidence and authority that come from a practical walk free from the power of sin.
The Holiness Doctrine
When I was a young man, the Lord brought me into a church fellowship which had its historical roots in the Holiness Movement—a move of God which burgeoned in the late 1800’s.  A few of the older saints in the church spoke about having received the experience of “sanctification”—a baptism of the Holy Spirit in which they were empowered and set apart for God’s service and brought into a state of perfected fellowship with God.  In the Holiness Movement (which birthed denominations such as the Christian and Missionary Alliance, the Church of the Nazarene, the Wesleyan Church, the Church of God (Anderson), the Free Methodist Church and the Salvation Army) there was an emphasis on a “second work of grace” of “sanctification.”  It was a consecration of heart, soul and body which led to “the baptism of the Holy Spirit” or “the second cleansing.”  The believer earnestly sought God for a deep and abiding manifestation or “filling” of the Holy Spirit which would cause them to be completely dead to sin and wholly alive to Christ and filled with power for his service.  This experience was akin to and a precursor of the Pentecostal experience of the baptism of the Holy Spirit with the speaking in tongues. 2 
The more successful Pentecostal and Holiness churches of our day have gone away from an emphasis on the baptism of the Holy Spirit and the doctrine/experience of sanctification moving to a more seeker sensitive model of sermons and programs designed to draw people into the pews by addressing their felt needs.  You will certainly hear sermons in our modern Western churches regarding gracious, victorious and even consecrated living, but teaching regarding “Entire Sanctification” and “Christian Perfection” are doctrines of a bygone era3 considered extreme, out of touch with the realities of our Christian experience and a denial of the sin nature that indwells believer and unbeliever alike.  As King David put it, “I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me…For I know my transgressions and my sin is ever before me” (Psalm 51:3, 5). 

But the holiness movement was grounded on the belief that there was actually a remedy for the power of sin; that we are not relegated to a life in the mire; that there is something the Bible has to say about the reality of the sanctified Christian life.  Has the doctrine been de-emphasized in our day because the theology has proven false or because our experience has proven deficient?”  Should we try to make theology fit experience or should we try to make experience fit theology?  It is not my intention to parrot Wesley, or Asbury, or Finney, or Warner, or Simpson, or Tozer or try to resurrect a doctrine of a man or of a movement—but these holiness preachers had powerful lives and testimonies and we should consider, again, the biblical doctrine of consecrated and empowered living.
Aim for Perfection
A pastor I greatly respect had an encounter with the Lord in which the Lord said, “John, I want to tell you about a sin only once.” 4  An irony of parenthood is that although we know that our kids are not perfect we expect obedience from them at every turn.  Does our Heavenly Father expect any less?  Is it alright with God that we justify our failings given our imperfections?  Should we not, as Paul puts it, “Aim for perfection” (2 Corinthians 13:11) given our standing in Jesus?  What marksman does not aim for the bull’s-eye every time?  What basketball player does not intend to hit every shot?  What student does not try to correctly answer every question on the exam?  If sin is “missing the mark” why not try to hit the mark every time?  William Law, 18th Century English teacher and spiritual mentor to the Wesley’s, speaks to the issue:
“You will perhaps insist that all people fall short of the perfection of the gospel, and therefore you feel justified in your failings.  But this is saying nothing to the purpose.  For the question is not whether gospel perfection can be fully attained, but whether you come as near it as a sincere intention and careful diligence can carry you through faith Christ.  If your defects in piety, humility and charity are owing to your negligence and lack of sincere intention to be as eminent in these virtues as the saving life of Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit can make a redeemed sinner, then you have left yourself without excuse.  And may it not be that you have stopped short of the terms of the gospel?  Can you really call yourself a follower of Christ without at least intending to follow Him all the way?” 5
The question is not whether you fall short of the perfection of the gospel but whether it is possible to consistently access what make the gospel perfect—the life of Christ.  It is one thing to try to live up to the perfection of Jesus; it is another to have the perfection of Jesus living in you.  Before we were in Christ we no chance or choice to live above sin—but with Christ in us, it is a whole new ballgame.
Romans 7 or Romans 8?

We all relate to the dilemma which Paul lays out in Romans 7:

I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do….I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing….So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.  For in my inner being I delight in God's law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? –Romans 7:14-24
Paul wants his readers to know that he is not exempt from the human predicament and can fully relate to the battle against sin, so he speaks in the first person, present tense.  But his answer to his own rhetorical question and his exposition of the nature of life in Christ in Romans 8 show that he is really referring to the Romans 7 experience as something that is no longer inevitable.  He says, “Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:24-25).  Paul no longer lives the Romans 7 life.  He has been rescued from this body of death to an experience in Jesus that he describes in Romans 8:
There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.  For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.  Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires.  The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so.  Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.  You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.  But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness. And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you.  Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation—but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it.  For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live, because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.  For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, "Abba, Father."  The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. –Roman 8:1-16

We have an obligation, Paul says, but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it (8:12).  Before we were in Christ we did not have a choice.  We were sold as a slave to sin (7:14).  But now that we are in Christ we do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit (8:4).  The righteous requirements of the law [are] fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit.  I take the word “fully” to apply not only in theory but in practice.  I am no longer obligated to live according to the flesh because the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death (8:2).
Walking in the Spirit

As Paul converses in Romans 8 about victory over sin, he talks about life in the Spirit as opposed to life in the flesh.  Walking in holiness means walking in the Spirit.  Paul uses the expressions “of the Spirit,” “to the Spirit,” “with the Spirit,” “by the Spirit” and “through the Spirit” nine times in Romans 8:1-16.  If we are walking in the Spirit we are not walking in the flesh.  If we are walking in the Spirit we are not walking in sin.  While it is possible to be anointed by the Spirit of God and operate in the gifts of the Spirit even if there is unconfessed sin in our lives, it is not possible at any particular moment to be walking in the Spirit and to be engaged in sin.  The key then to living above sin is to walk in the Spirit—at all times.  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 (Galatians 5:24-25).  As a soldier keeps in step with his drill sergeant and as a dancer keeps in step with her lead, we keep in step with the Spirit of God within us who says “This is the way, walk in it” (Isaiah 30:21).  Neither the soldier nor the dancer can afford to be out of synch or out of step at anytime.  Neither can we.
The Crucified Life
Another major theme in Romans 8 (and elsewhere in Paul’s writings) regarding the victory over sin is death to the old nature.  Paul says, if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live (v13).  Is it any coincidence that the initiation rite into the Christian faith symbolizes dying to self and being raised to new live in Jesus?
We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life…. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin (Romans 6:4, 6).
Does this sound like freedom from sin?  Yes!  Freedom from the power of sin?  Yes!  Freedom from the propensity to sin?  Yes!  Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires (Galatians) 5:24.  I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me (Galatians 2:20).  Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it” (Luke 9:23-24).  He died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again (2 Corinthians 5:15).  
It is this one-two punch that frees us from the power of sin: Living by the Spirit and dying to the flesh. 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 (Galatians 5:24-25).  
Be Perfect

Jesus said, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48).  We need not consider that Jesus is meaning anything other than what he says.  Jesus did not intend to confuse, discourage or mock us with some illusory ideal.  We are to be like God in true righteousness and holiness (Ephesians 4:24).  We are to walk as Jesus did (1 John 2:6). We are to be holy because [He] is holy (1 Peter 1:16).  We are to be conformed to the likeness of his Son (Romans 8:29) because in this world we are like him (1 John 4:17).  As Michael Card put it “He was made like us so that we could become like him.” 6
Of course, in the final evaluation of the totality of our conduct and heart motivation, neither you nor I will ever be found perfect.  But that is not the point of what Jesus is saying here in the Sermon on the Mount.  His point is that there is a call and an expectation from our Father that we should be like Him—that we should be perfect as He is perfect.  The whole standard of conduct that Jesus presents in the Sermon on the Mount is quite unreasonable—impossible, really.  It is not enough for him to say that we should be more righteous than the Pharisees, turn the other cheek, love our enemies, bless our persecutors, forgive those who wrong us, not judge others and find the narrow gate.  He goes beyond even these things to say that we should be perfect, just as God is perfect.  But this is the very key to the fulfillment of that which is unreasonable and impossible.  Our best selves on our best day fall short of the standard of perfection found in the gospel as exemplified in the Sermon on the Mount.  It can’t be done—apart from the grace of God.  With God, all things are possible.  Being created in His image and being recreated in the image of His Son means that the call to Holiness can be fulfilled.  We really can put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.
Perfecting Holiness

After quoting Isaiah, Ezekiel and Samuel regarding the promise of God to be a Father to those who are set apart to him, Paul says in 2 Corinthians, Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God (7:1).  The word “perfecting” is the Greek, “epiteleo” an even stronger cognate of “teleo,” the word that we find in Jesus statement, “Be perfect.”  “Epiteleo” has the connotation of bringing to completeness or a state of perfection.  We partner with the grace of God to bring holiness to a state of perfection.  We are always in the process of perfecting holiness out of reverence for God.  There is a clear sense in the exhortation to purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit that the goal is to have nothing that would contaminate—to be completely and perfectly pure.  
Sergio Scataglini, in his book, The Fire of His Holiness, asks whether 98% holiness is acceptable.  He says:   “No one would consider buying a bottle of water with a label that reads, 98% pure mineral water, 2% sewage water.  Yet many Christians have allowed spiritual sewage water to seep into their lives.” 7  Christian doctrine says that the blood of Jesus…purifies us from all sin (1 John 1:7).  This is to be the natural state of the Christian.  Through faith in Christ and through repentance and confession of sin, God is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9).  Part of what it means to be a Christian is to have experienced this cleansing.  The testimony of those who know Christ is the stunning awareness of a state of being purified from all sin.  We know what it is to be clean before God.  How is it then that we could justify “a little sin” and lose that purity?  What is the will of God in the matter?  It is God's will that you should be sanctified (1 Thessalonians 4:3).  It is God’s will that you remain pure from the contamination of sin.  It is God’s will that you take captive every thought and make it obedient to Christ (2 Corinthians 10:5).  Would it be possible to do this for the next 15 minutes?  If so, how about the next hour?  Why not the next day or the next seven days?  Are we called to be holy in just some of the things we do or in all the things we do?  As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance.  But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy” (1 Peter 1:14).
Legalistic Righteousness
There are few things as beautiful as the holiness of God expressed through a yielded and humble human vessel (think Mother Teresa).  And there are few things as unattractive as self-righteousness and legalistic holiness expressed through a prideful Pharisee.  The tendency in the Christian church has been to move from holiness of heart to an outward form of legalistic righteousness.  These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men was Yahweh’s indictment against the people of Israel and Jesus’ indictment against the Scribes and the Pharisees (see Isaiah 29:13 and Mark 7:6-8).  
It can be easy for Christians to move into legalistic righteousness, but this does not justify rejecting the call of God to be holy.  The call to be holy remains.  It comes out of a call for relationship.  We are to be holy because He is holy.  We belong to Him.  We are in relationship with Him.  It is his life in us that causes us to be holy.  For the grace of God that brings salvation to all men has appeared.  It teaches us to say "No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age (Titus 2:11).  It is the salvation and the grace of God by which we become and live holy.
Conclusion
Living in a consistent state of holiness is not only possible, it is God’s will for which He has made every provision.  We were made to be holy.  We are called to be holy.  We were redeemed to be holy.  The cross of Christ is sufficient to overcome the penalty and power of sin and his life in us is sufficient to overcome the propensity to sin.  Participation in the divine nature is the hallmark of the Christian life.  His nature is in us and does not lead us to sin.  We are to be perfect as He is perfect.  98 percent purity is not enough.  The Lord expects our complete obedience.  If we sin, we have an advocate with the Father who will restore us to the place of perfect fellowship.  We must resist the pull toward legalistic righteousness and draw completely on his grace which so powerfully works in us.  
May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it. -1 Thessalonians 5:23-24
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