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A.  I want to take up with you in the evenings a biblical subject of great importance, even urgency, urgent for at least two reasons.  The first and most important is the relative weight given to this subject in the Bible, God’s Word.  In the Scriptures, this subject is the target of numerous promises for compliance on the one hand, and multiple threats and warnings for violation on the other hand.  And the other reason why this subject is so urgent today is because of its serious neglect by the church today.  It would probably be difficult for you to guess what the subject of such urgency is because we hear so little of it today.  


B.  The subject of which I speak is that of holiness.  I do not mean particularly the holiness of God, though that is a great subject in and of itself.  And the virtual absence of any talk about the holiness of God today is undoubtedly to the root of the neglect of this other kind of holiness we are going to explore.  But I’m talking about personal holiness, that is, the hatred for one’s own sinful affections, thoughts, words and deeds, and the attending love for godliness, for purity, for all that is right and true and noble and good.  It is the profound love for God so that one hates only what he hates, fears only that one might displease him, and loves all that God himself loves.  And it is an eagerness to discover in every detail that which God hates and loves, and so to pattern your life that your very heart beats to do his will.  


C.  And yet this is almost completely absent from Christian discourse today.  It is rarely the subject of sermons, though I was very pleased to hear a recent sermon from the Calvary Christian Reformed Church in Orange City which clearly defined holiness and called for holiness.  One rarely finds a book on holiness, unless one turns to the classics, for personal holiness was a subject of great interest and energy in previous generations.  


But there are serious reasons why personal holiness is so widely neglected today, and I want to introduce our subject by considering several of these reasons.  What this means, of course, is that you and I must fight against the present day current and go against the present day flow, for you will scarcely find one in a thousand professing Christians today who has any interest in the weighty subject of personal holiness.  


I would suggest three reasons why this is so…

I.  MOST HAVE FOUND OTHER LOVES.   


One of the main reasons why there is so little interest in holiness today is because there is so much interest in other subjects today.  

A.  Of course we would not expect unbelievers who are in the great majority today, to have any interest whatsoever in holiness.  In a previous era, preachers still preached Law and Gospel, rather than what we find today, “life coaches” offering talks about tips for fine-tuning marriages or reaching your potential or maximizing your success quotient.  And in that previous era when right and wrong were still clearly defined using biblical categories, then we might expect even unbelievers to tremble a bit when they knowingly engaged in wicked behavior.  But today if unbelievers pay any attention to the Christian motivational speakers on television, they will come to the conclusion that the greatest sin of all is not to have your best life now.  So if you tried to talk to unbelievers about holiness today, understand that you will get a better hearing if you were to talk to them about quantum physics, because that, at least, they may have heard of.  So unbelievers today have no knowledge of, and hence no interest in holiness, because the word itself is completely foreign to them.  And besides, they are so completely wrapped up in another love, namely self, that they have no room for this concern even if they could understand it. 

B.  But, of course, it is not much different when we turn to the professing Christian.  The professing Christian, unlike the average pagan, may have grown up in church or may attend church regularly.  But what do they hear of personal holiness in their churches? The answer is, not much.  Rather, in their seeker-sensitive churches, where the leadership has become convinced that their mission is to meet the felt needs of the consumer, they will hear only about self and how to improve it.  


Twenty-four years ago, almost a quarter of a century ago, the respected evangelical leader, J. I. Packer could warn:  “Modern Christians tend to make satisfaction their religion.  We show much more concern for self-fulfillment than for pleasing God.  Typical of Christianity today, at any rate in the English-speaking world, is its massive rash of how-to-books for believers, directing us to more successful relationships, more joy in sex, becoming more of a person, realizing our possibilities, getting more excitement each day, reducing our weight, improving our diet, managing our money, licking our families into happier shape, and whatnot.  For people whose prime passion is to glorify God, these are doubtless legitimate concerns; but the how-to books regularly explore them in a self-absorbed way that treats our enjoyment of life rather than the glory of God as the center of interest.  Granted, they spread a thin layer of Bible teaching over the mixture of popular psychology and common sense they offer, but their overall approach clearly reflects narcissism—“selfism” or “me-ism as it is sometimes called—that is the way of the world in the modern west.”


If professing Christians have heard anything like this in their churches at all, it was not about “holiness” but “wholeness.”  Holiness, moral purity before a holy God, became re-cast as wholeness, a psychological sense of well-being.  When holiness is reinterpreted as wholeness, then it’s no longer about God’s moral code and my wicked defection from it, but about my quest to find some sense of self-fulfillment, whatever I may think it is.  


So the point is that if you become serious about that which God is serious, namely, holiness, then you will have to prepare to walk a lonely road.  Jesus called this a “narrow road.”  


A second reason why there is so little interest in the great biblical concern for personal holiness is that 


II.  SOME HAVE TAUGHT THAT HOLINESS IS OPTIONAL.    


A.  Some, even today, who claim to be within the evangelical fold, teach that when it comes to salvation you can chose the standard model, or your can sign up for the optional deluxe model, but only if you want to.  It’s your choice.  They will refer to this as the difference between “accepting Jesus as your Savior” on the one hand, which is easy and quick; and “making Jesus your Lord,” on the other hand, which is time consuming and terribly inconvenient, but which may qualify you for some additional, unspecified rewards in the life to come, whenever that may be.  And, of course, if you look around you, you will find that most everybody has only signed up for the standard package, so you do the same.     

Accepting Jesus as your Savior, the standard package, it turns out is almost completely identical to filling out a registration for a sweepstakes.  You take a couple of minutes to pray the sinner’s prayer (or fill in the registration blank).  Then you forget all about it and act as though nothing happened (because, in truth, nothing did happen).  And then, on the day you die (or on the day of the lucky drawing) surprise, surprise, surprise! you go to heaven (or you win the grand prize). 

B.  This is not an exaggeration.  By this method, many converts are made.  Who would be so stupid as to not pray the prayer if you are guaranteed an instant place in heaven for a momentary act of contrition?!  Those poor Muslims have to die in battle to get that; in this evangelical Protestant scheme all you need do is rattle off a prayer.  Of course, what this largely achieves is to immunize people against true salvation.  Should they ever encounter the true biblical faith, well, no matter, they’ve already been assured that they have all that covered.  They might even be able to produce the tattered, signed page from the booklet which they filled out so many years ago and have ignored ever since.  And “the last state of that person is worse than the first.” (Matthew 12:45)

C.  The reason this matters to us is because personal holiness is not a part of the standard package of “accepting Jesus as your Savior.”  No, we are told, it belongs to the optional package (which virtually no one chooses).  And the result is that the vast majority of evangelical Christians today have been assured that they are on their way to heaven, but have been equally assured that they need not concern themselves in the least with personal holiness, so, of course, they don’t because that is “time consuming and terribly inconvenient.”


D.  Of course, you know that this is all a scam, that the Bible knows nothing at all of a person being able to accept Jesus as Savior without first and continually bowing to him as Lord.  In fact, where the words Savior and Lord are used in the New Testament to refer to Jesus, they are always in this order, “Lord and Savior,” always.  


But this is the situation today, and we must take it as it is given us.  For our purposes it simply explains why not one in a thousand professing Christians has any interest in personal holiness, and it reminds us that if we do, few will understand.  We will probably be dismissed as “irrelevant.”  


A third reason why there is so little interest in holiness today is because.  

III. SOME HAVE TAUGHT UNBIBLICAL MEANS TO HOLINESS.


A.  In the mid-1700s John and Charles Wesley worked out their understanding of personal holiness which they dubbed the “doctrine of Christian perfection.”  By this they did not mean that a Christian could actually become perfect in his thoughts and deeds.  Rather, they taught that God, would sometimes in a second-blessing work of grace actually remove all sinful motives and desires from the Christian so that their motive became pure love.  In a moment the Holy Spirit roots out every motive from the Christian except love.  The means of holiness, the way Christians became holy, then, was to seek this second work of grace.  Eventually this was called “entire sanctification.”  John Wesley never claimed that he had experienced such perfection in heart, but clearly urged people to seek it.  Through Charles’ hymns and through their rigorist, Methodist outreach, this view of sanctification became prominent, even dominant in the evangelical church.  

The problems with this view are twofold, biblical and practical.  It is an unbiblical view, not in accord with the plain teaching of Scripture.  The Bible does not know of any perfection, especially perfection of motive, this side of eternity.  If the Wesleys simply taught with Scripture that one day believers would be entirely sanctified IN HEAVEN where all remaining corruption is rooted out, all would agree.  But they mistake the not yet for the now.

And bad seed has bitter fruit.  If one is taught to desire an experience that will never come, then the outcome will be unhappy either way.  If you are able to convince yourself that you have experienced this perfection, it leads to incredible self-deception and pride.  If you are more honest and admit that you remain lacking, it then leads to further striving and further defeat and despair.  And far worse, it leads us to neglect God’s true means for growing in the grace of personal holiness.  


By the way, this entire sanctification view was embraced by and became the root of the “holiness tradition,” associated with D.L. Moody, for example, or A.B. Simpson and the Christian and Missionary Alliance, which in turn led to the present-day Pentecostal movement, which teaches a second-blessing, baptism of the Holy Spirit some time after salvation, an entire sanctification that is marked by the sign of speaking in tongues.  So virtually all Pentecostals and Charismatics are a part of this distinctively Wesleyan view of personal holiness.  


B.  In the mid-1800s a variation of this Wesleyan view was developed by American Presbyterians like Robert Pearsall Smith and propagated by numerous evangelical preachers and teachers including Oswald Chambers of the “My Utmost for His Highest” fame.  This teaching sometimes called the “higher life” or “victorious Christian living” was largely associated with an annual conference in Keswick, England, and became known as the “Keswick Movement.”  

Faith, as they taught it, was the grand secret of holiness.  But they defined faith not as the call to vigorous activity in resisting sin, but just the opposite.  Faith was a deliberate non-exertion, a resting or passivity.  Their prescription for holiness, then, included this kind of “faith.”  As J.I. Packer explains, “first, believing consciously and persistently that one is indeed dead to sin and alive to God; second, relying consciously and persistently on Christ through the Holy Spirit to defeat sin and prompt righteousness in one’s life on a moment-by-moment basis; and third, making specific use of the Spirit’s power in every temptation to evil specifically by asking Christ to raise one and keep one raised above that temptation.” (Keep in Step, 147) 

The great enemy in this Keswick or higher life teaching is “self-effort.”  Without relinquishing control, without this passivity of “letting go and letting God,” the Christian will try in his own strength to defeat temptation and will be continually doomed to failure.  

I ran into this teaching in my young life.  This teaching was based on a misreading of Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”  If in this verse, you see, “faith” is not defined trust in Christ leading to vigorous obedience but simply as passivity or resting, then what you have is the picture of a sort of Christ-possession, in which I simply relinquish control to Christ who starts acting through my body or flesh, and I simply sit back for the ride and watch what he does.  You may have seen the popular expression of this Keswick teaching, “When Satan knocks at the door with temptation, send Jesus to answer it.”  It’s almost as though you can remain in the den watching television while Jesus sends the devil packing for you.  

At any rate, the goal was “to cease striving and struggling to be holy and to embrace the habit of confessing impotence and trusting Jesus….”  This, they said, was “to enter upon the ‘higher life’ in which living is consistently ‘victorious, happy, and glorious’...” which is promised to all who “have learned the secret of living by faith.” (Packer, Keep, 148.)

This teaching suffers from the same two defects as does Wesleyan perfectionism.  Most seriously, it is completely unbiblical.  It is simply a mis-interpretation of Scripture’s teaching.  And this again leads to the bitter fruit of continual frustration, waiting passively for the Christ-possession, the experience of being taken over by Christ who raises you above temptations and gives you endless victory.  Again, the options are to pretend to have had this experience in self-delusion and pride, or to admit to no such experience in bitter frustration and discouragement.  

At any rate, this division of salvation into two distinct packages of lower life and higher life has led to no good.  Packer writes:  “Through the ‘holiness revival’ of the middle and late nineteenth century, to which ‘Keswick teaching’ gave wings, this idea of salvation as two separable salvations, one from sin’s guilt and the other from sin’s power, became standard in all evangelical thinking save that of confessional Lutherans and Calvinists, and in some quarters it still survives.” (Packer, 151)

He continues: “Its last gasp (at least, its latest gasp; I for one hope it is the last) is the assertion I sometimes hear that choosing to be a ‘carnal Christian’—that is one who receives Christ as Saviour but not as Sanctifier—is an open option, though not a very good one.  This putting asunder what God has joined in his Son’s mediatorial office—namely the role of priest with that of prophet (teacher) and king—is evidently a latter-day fruit (a bitter fruit, be it said) of the two-package way of thinking.” And we have come around full circle.  Now we know where this “accept Jesus as Savior but not make him Lord” nonsense came from.     
CONCLUSION

And I’m not buying it.  Satan must greatly hate and fear personal holiness to spend so much time distracting God’s people from it.  So, with God’s help, we are going to get serious about personal holiness.  


To do so, I propose we use a faithful guide, a Bible study on the subject that was prepared about 350 years ago by the most eminent of the Puritan theologians, John Owen.  It was a series of sermons on this subject preached over the course of several months.  The language and style in which he wrote is a bit difficult, so I will be translating it for us.

The study is called “The Mortification of the Flesh,” an imposing title.  It is a thorough exposition of Romans 8:13:  “For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  Our subject will be putting to death the deeds of the body, or “The Mortification of the Flesh.”      


Hebrews 12:14 says, “Strive (note, “strive,” not rest or passively wait) for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.”  If you have come to believe that such personal holiness is optional, and not a very good option at that, then you have been terribly deceived.  

Let me go further:  If you have so little concern for holy living that you then habitually, day after day, disobey Jesus Christ, the great head of the church, then that’s probably a pretty good sign that you are not a believer but are still an enemy of Christ.  People who habitually choose disobey Jesus Christ, or habitually neglect to choose to obey Jesus Christ are in fact his enemies, let no one deceive you on that.  “Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.”
(
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