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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

You could say that holiness infused the spirit of the Methodists and as a
result, their early discipline was like a practical pathway to holiness. Wesley's
great ability lay in the very practical "stepping-stones" he outlined for those
who had been "born again'during the Revival, and who wanted to know God
better.
As this talk for the Headway meeting was being prepared for publication
I was asked to attach some further teaching on this subject. So, while the
first part of the booklet is the Headway lecture, the second part is based on a
sermon about some aspects of holiness which I have used from time to time.
Wesley made use of pictures and metaphors to illustrate his messages, and
in both talks I have tried to do the same. I am grateful to Ray Elwood for his
drawings.
You will read of some of the familiar New Testament pictures: the corn
of wheat falling into the ground; the athlete throwing aside anything that
hinders; and St Paul's haunting picture of being crucified with christ. My
hope is that the second part will help to spell out, in more practical ways,
some of the helpful steps we can all take along the path of holiness.
Yes, it's a glorious life and an attractive life. But it is also a disciplined life,
of daily responding to the call of our Master to 'tome and diel'
Ken Wilson
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

He was saying: "We are a holiness movement that is rooted in Scripture!"
It is the balance between truth and grace; scripture and holiness. Holiness is
part of our DNA.
|ohn Wesley defines the Methodists as people on the stretch after holiness:

.
.
.
.

'h people who profess to pursue

... holiness of heart and

life,

(Both) inward and outward conformity in all things to the revealed
will of God...
(It is) a steady imitation of Him they worship ...
(It is seen) in universal love filling the heart and governing the lifel'
(Advice to the people called Methodists)

For Mr Wesley, words like "holiness]'"perfect lovei' and "sanctification' all
seem to flow into each other.

In the New Testament, holiness is often used in contrast to what is
as

seen

unholy.

.

1 Thessalonians 4v 3

- 7 it is seen in contrast

to

a

life of immorality &

impurity.

.

14 16 it is seen
desires we used to have.

.

And in Ephesian s 4v 22, 24 it is used of new clothes in contrast to the
old clothes we once wore.

1 Peter

lv

-

in contrast to living according to the evil

So, if holiness is Scriptural and is part of our DNA, how do we make it
attractive in todays world? We are pushing against a strong current here. Often
holiness gets a bad press. It is seen as a list of all the things we must not do!
People make jokes about ladies with old-fashioned hairstyles, and men with
long faces. Few things are as repugnant as a "Holier than thou" attitude. We are
not being complementary when we refer to someone as a "holy |oe!"
In this paper we will to try to avoid the dry, negative stuff that is often
associated with holiness and attempt to find ways of seeing it as something
to be desired:

.
r

something beautiful and attractive;
something that takes our breath away;
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

.

it is a certain style of living which touches every part of life;
truth AND grace must go hand-in-hand.

As I see it, the main reasons why Headway still exists, are:

.
.

to draw attention to the clear teachings of God's Word;
to call people to adhere to Biblical standards and principles. Especially
when society is calling us to go in a different direction.

It is from the Bible that we get our authority. We hold to this with great
in obedience to God's Word. Yes, there are parts
of scripture that we find difficult and awkward. But, as I heard someone
say recently, "I would much rather stumble, and limp, and walk under the
authority of God's Word, than march with confidence under any other
authorityl' However, that being said, the pastoral realitywe face is that many of

tenacity, as we seek to live

us fall short, and we reach out to one another seeking love and compassion. We

are hungry for grace and we stand in need ofboth truth and grace. These are
the verywords |ohn uses in his Gospel to describe our Lord Jesus Christ ()ohn
lv 14) - 'full of grace and truth." So whatever wing of the church we may feel

most comfortable in, the challenge of holiness is that, the way we hold to our
beliefs, may turn out to be as important as the truths themselves. It is salutary
to remember that holiness can be found in all theological camps and may
be absent from all camps. That is, I suspect, a difficult pill for evangelicals to
swallow. But I feel we must, for the sceptical, outside world is watching. I'm
convinced that it is not only what we hold dear that will influence them, but
the spirit in which we hold them. I, for one, need to confess that this has not
always been as important for me as it should have been.
That's the first point: it has to do with a certain attitude.

-

(B) The second point is that this topic comes with an unexpected
"health warning": beware - holiness can become toxic!
Remember, the ISIS leaders are fighting a "holy war". They see themselves
as the purest of the pure! And in the name of that purity they justift terrible
things. We need to ensure that there is none of the ISIS spirit in us, forcing
our "gospel" on others by the fist and the sword!

Henry Nouwen writes about a dark side that can exist alongside all the
Christian virtues. He calls this the "under-belly of sin' that can cling to the
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

.
.

"Lord, am I too earth-bound?"

'Are my standards and values, my dreams and longings tainted and
tarnished by

a fallen

world?"

The early Franciscans were reprimanded for laughing too much in church.
"Lord, can I ever be accused of such an overflow of joy?" Perhaps I have
become too fearful of what others might say? On the Day of Pentecost people
said the followers of |esus were drunk. They didnt seem to care anymore.

"Lord, I long to dan ce agarn to your music. Forgive me for my cold heart!"

'And, when

I see other brothers and sisters in Christ behaving in

strange ways, forgive me for sittirg in judgment on that which I do not
understand. Perhaps I can t hear the wonderful music that they hear?

.

"Teach me to dance to the beat of your heart!"

So, whatever else holiness is, it is at least a willingness to listen to the new
music and join the dance. Holiness is happy fun; freedom; overflowing joy;
inspirational. It must be attractive! Yet, Evangelicals are not always seen in this
light. People have seen us contending for the truths of Scripture, but perhaps
not always in a gracious manner. I fearwe are often seen as dour "hard-liners"
and as a result, few of our churches seem to be filled with joyful witnesses.
Long before the Wesleybrothers lived, the Puritans spoke a lot about holiness.
But as someone has said: 'they met with a terrible cloud hanging over them
because they had a sneaking suspicion that someone, somewhere was having
a good time!" I heard about one person who had suffered from a very negative
form of holiness teaching. She was left with a rather distorted view of the
church. She says that as a child all she knew was that the church was against
a whole list of thin$s. 'As a child, I remember thinking that theywere against
adultery in case it led to dancing!"
The picture of the dancer calls us to listen again to the music of heaven.
Later on we will mention ways in which we can tune in to this music. This
picture speaks to us of a holiness that urges us to hear the music, throw our
heads bach and dance like crazy!

The second picture is of an Athlete. This speaks of discipline. No one could

t2
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

accuse St Paul of becoming soft in his old age.

He tells us that he buffets his body and brings
(1 Corinthians 9v

it into subjection

27 .).

He reminds young Timothy of the need to train himself to be godly.
(1 Timothy 4v 7; also 1 Corinthians 9v 25.)
We can picture the tennis player Andy Murray taking all the God-given
talent he was blessed with, and then honing it day after day in the gym and

on the practice court. Or the golfer Rory Mcllrop who hits thousands of
practice balls, away from the attention of the crowd. I once turned off the
television because Rory was losing his match, but in the end he did not get
beaten and won unexpectedly. Where does mental strength like that come
from? His coach would point to the hours of practice when no one is looking.
Some fortunate people are born with amazing gifts, but I dont think
anyone is born with excellence. Excellence is a choice they make. And
holiness involves making some hard choices that demand personal discipline
and sacrifice.
The Bible uses strong pictures of the athlete, the farmer and the soldier (2
Timothy 2v 3-7.) These highlight the challenges we take on board when we
hear the call to the path of Christian service. And there is something noble
within us that responds to these high claims. It is as if, the more demanding
the call, the greater will be the response.
Although Rev )ohn Wesley was tough on himself, and although he set
the standard very high for others, in so doing he lit a touch-paper that fired
up thousands of very ordinary men and women on a desperate search for
holiness. They served a Holy God, therefore they too must be holy! They
were athletes for God, hungry for more of God. Day by day they were on the
stretch, straining every muscle and ligament for the finishing tape. And in the
rich fellowship of the Classes and the Bands, they dared to believe that there
were no limits to what God can do in and through the human heart.
Faith, mighty faith, the promise

sees,

And looks to God alone;
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

the Protestant family who are frightened of all this talk of "good works" lest
we be seen as trying to earn our way to heaven. And at times this has led to
the heresy of "quietisnt''. An extreme form of this says: 'dorit read your Bible;
dont go to church - be quiet, and the grace of God will save you!" I remember
we used to sing:
"Holiness by faith in lesus, not by effort of our own.
Sin's dominion crushed and broken by the power of grace alone."
(F R Havergal)

I no longer believe that to be true. For we dare not treat the Holy Spirit as
some sort of labour-saving device! Indeed, the Bible teaches us to work hard
at our salvation. In Philippians 2v 12,13 there is a challenge to believers:
"Therefore, my dear friends... continue to work out your salvation with fear
and trembling." So we must work at it! And how do we do that? "For it is God
who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose." We must
work out what God works in. We can work, because God is already at work.
I am convinced that at times we need a form of "holy violence" towards all
that would drag us back into the old ways. We dare not risk becoming soft
andlazy in our service of the Master. The sin of laziness used to rank high
with the heroes of the past and it was one of the seven deadly sins! No one
could accuse Rev |ohn Wesley of being lazy. He is said to have believed that
he was saved by grace - and also by rising at four o clock every morning and
fasting twice a week.
As a youngster in Armagh, I found in the Covenant Service a form of
muscular Christianity that was very appealing. No other church seemed to
demand so much of its members. Here was Christianity at 100 miles per
hour! Here was a deep well to drink from. I found the picture of the athlete to
be very attractive. It was a challenge to die to self. I wonder at times today are
we at risk of making the Christian life too easy? Some have referred to this
as "cheap gtace" or a "come-easy-believeism" Are we at risk of setting the
standard too low? If it is true, that the greater the demand, the greater will
be the response, then let us go out and call people to lives of"full surrender"!
I am convinced that a muscular holiness which is seen to be transforming
us, ru1l alrvays be attractive to outsiders. When they see holiness changing
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

Holiness has to do with our motives and dreams.
"Lord, give me a beautiful mindl'
As I see it, one of the most attractive things about holiness is that it offers
us an alternative to what is dark within us. It offers us a different lifestyle
whereby our minds are so full of the good stufl that the bad stuff has no
room. Paul spells this out in his letter to the church in Philippi and mentions
some pictures to hang on the walls:
"Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble,
whatever is right, whatever is pure, whateyer is lovely,
whatever is admirable -if anything is excellent or praiseworthy, think
about such things."
(Philippians 4v 8.)
You see, these are the old masterpieces. It is as if he is saying: "Forget about

the old rotten pictures, and instead hang these beautiful pictures on the
walls of your mind!" The Scottish preacher Rev Dr Thomas Chalmers spoke
helpfully of the "expulsive power of a new affection."
Holiness then must surely point the way to good mental health. Keeping
our minds, by the grace of God, full of peace and joy and love. Rev |ohn
Wesley spoke of having our hearts on fire with the love of God:

"Ttis it is to be a perfect man, to be'sanctified throughout';
eyen to have a heart so all-flaming with the love of God...
as continually to offer every thought, word, and work,
as a special sacrifice, acceptable to God, through Christ."

(Works. XI. p.384.)

Holiness is attractive because it fills our minds with manybeautiful things.
We can even imagine ]esus walking around the gallery of our mind, with a
smile on his face.
The fourth picture is of a pilgrim on a long journey. I think I like this one
the best, for it speaks of stepping out and gaining new ground.
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

I suspect that many of us have "bucket-lists" - things we would love to do
before we "kick the bucket!" On my list is a desire to walk along the Camino
de Santiago. The thought of hiking through the Pyrenees into Spain with the
hot sun on my back and chatting with fellow pilgrims - is my idea of heaven
on earth. I imagine that there is joy and laughter at the end of the day as
the pilgrims share their experiences and celebrate the completion of another
section of the walk. For centuries pilgrims have travelled that road. Did you
know that St ]ames' Gate in Dublin used to be the starting place for the Irish
pilgrims? So, the idea of holiness linked to pilgrimage seems a perfect fit. The
Bible speaks of the "highway of holiness" (Isaiah 35v 8.) Early Christians were
known as "people of the way'' (Acts22v 4.) |ohn Bunyan made use of this idea
in his "Pilgrirns Progressl' Christian tourists today can follow in the footsteps

ofSt Paul.
Well, you and I are pilgrims on the road.

If the pilgrim is a picture of holiness, what might it

say to us?

.
.
.
.
.

Am I moving on, or am I too content with what I already know of God?

.

And always we walk in humility, for Pilgrims can lose their way and get
bogged down at times.

.
.
.

When that happens we can wither and die.

Can I see that every day is an opportunity for exploring new ground?
For we dorit intend to get stuck in one place. We want to keep moving.
We remain open to new things, new aspects of truth and grace.
We learn from other pilgrims on the road, as well as from the road map
that is in the Bible.

We reach out to others with love in our hearts, to help and to be helped.

"Lord, am I still progressing? Have I gained any new ground since this
time last year?"

One of the things I like about this picture is that it does make a huge
difference when people outside the church see us as fellow pilgrims on the
road of life. The world is watching us, and I am convinced they will listen
better to us as we present ourselves as fellow pilgrims on the way, rather than
as members of some superior class who have already arrived. This side of
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

highway of holiness, without things like: constant prayer; watchfulness; selfexamination; and the hearing of God's word at every opportunity. The Bible is
always central for it is a scriptural holiness. These were the wells that sustained
them as pilgrims on the highway of holiness. To mix the metaphors, here is
where we tune into the music of heaven. As we drink we are refreshed, and
we join the dance.

I find it interesting that Mr

Wesley admits that he may be wrong about
some aspects of his teaching on holiness.
"For suppose we were mistaken, suppose no such blessing
ever were or can be attained, yet we lose nothing Nay,
that veryt expectation quickens us in using all the talents
which God has given us; yea, in improving them all; so that
when our Lord cometh, he will receive his own with increase."
(Works VI. p.s1)

pilgrims may become weary at times, for the going can be extremely
demanding. But with the Holy Spirit working within us, we are determined
never to give up or ever cease longing to know more of God and his ways.
Yes,
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

Plea for forgiveness
Forgive them all, O Lord:
our sins of omission and our sins of commission;
the sins of our youth and the sins of our riper years;
the sins of our souls and the sins of our bodies;
our secret and our more open sins;
our sins of ignorance and surprise,
..... and our more deliberate and presumptuous sins;
the sins we have done to please others;
the sins we know and remember,
. . ... and the sins we have forgotten;
the sins we have striven to hide from others
and the sins by which we have made others ffind;

forgive them, O Lord,
forgive them all for his sake,
..... who died

for our sins and

rose

for

our justification,

..... and now stands at thy right hand to make intercession

for

us,

lesus Christ our Lord.
Iohn Wesley
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

"throwing off", is at the heart of our discipleship. Indeed, it is like a daily
death. The heroes of the faith who have gone before us have found that this
is the only way to fruitful Christian service. Jesus calls us to 'tome and diel"

.

"If anyone would come after rnte, he must deny himself and
take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life
yvill lose it, but whoever loses his lfe for me will save it. What good is it
fo, a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self? "
Jesus said,

(Luke 9v 23

.

-

25.)

John chapter 12 speaks about Christ's glory being seen only through
the cross. Like a seed being planted, he has to die and be put in the
ground before his work on earth is finished. "I tell you the truth, unless
a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single
seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds." (lohn l2v 24.)

o

He then challenges us to do the same: "The man who loves his life
will lose it, while the man who hates his lift in this world will keep it for
eternal lifr, Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I Am, my
seryant also will br. IuIy Father will honour the one who serves me." (lohn
l2v 25,26.)
Yes, there is a cross at the heart of Christian living. It's as if, like wild ponies,
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on to develop a literacy movement that reached about sixty million people.
He became known as the'Apostle of Literacy''to millions who could neither
read nor write.

Speaking of the grain of corn, |esus says: "But if it dies, it produces many
this is not only a law of nature, it is a glorious law of the spiritual life.
So, a word of encouragement: don't be too surprised if your life is breaking
up, and you are facing huge disappointments and set-backs. Take heart, for
God may well be at work. He seems to love to use broken things; crucified

seeds."

things.

.
.

In Mark 14 the jar of precious ointment had to be broken before the
perfume spilled out and before |esus could be anointed.
In Iohn

6 the boy's loaves and fish had to be

broken and blessed, before

the crowd could have a meal.

.

In Iohn

12 |esus teaches that his followers must also fall

into the ground

and die.

.

In Psalm 51 we read that God accepts the sacrifice of a broken heart.

Lord seems to love to use broken things. For most of us the act of
crucifixion will be painful. But the Lord permits it because he loves us, and
longs for us to fulfil our full potential. By the grace of God, this daily dying
can become a glorious thing.
No two people are the same. This "breaking" can begin to happen to us
in different ways and at different times. It can happen at the moment of
conversion, or later on as God does some deeper work of grace in our lives.
Perhaps this is what is happening to you as you read this? But we need to
face the truth about ourselves. By nature we object to this breaking. We dont
like it one little bit! Our natural tendency is to resist things like death and
brokenness. It's the last thing on earth we want. And you and I will go to
enormous lengths to avoid this - we dont by nature want to be broken. The
Master calls us every day to come and die. But just like the grain of corn in the
tomb, we have a protective husk which can impede our growth. Yes of course,
Frank Laubach may well have made an excellent University President. But in
order to reach millions, first he had to die. It's a law of the spiritual life: the
corn of wheat has to fall into the ground and die.
Now, I want us to push this analogy a little further. Let's call our protective
Yes, the
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l2v 2.)
in our hands: if we are to be of greater usefulness
in God's Kingdom, then we have no option - we too must be broken. We
are called to make the choice: to ask God to break us. This is the longing
expressed in the song, "Spirit of the living God, fall afresh on me. ... Break
me, melt me, mould me, use me." In the Covenant Service we put it this way:
before him." (Hebrews

The choice seems to be

"I am no longer my own but yours Put me to what you will, rank me
with whom you will: put me to doing put me to suffering; let me be
employed for you or laid aside for you .... Let me have all things, let
me have nothing; I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to your
ple asur e an d di sp

os

al."
(Methodist Worship, p 290.)

The grains of corn in Egypt lay there for 3,000 years, and were more or less
useless and wasted. And so are we until we die to self. It is one of the laws of
the spiritual life. It's almost as if you and I need to be converted over and over
again.
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look, she takes after her father!" And everyone laughs. However, this joke is
very near the knuckle, for we frequently bring this self-centred attitude into
adulthood. Some adults always expect to have their own way, and we can act
as if the whole world must stop what it's doing and jump to meet our needs.

.
.
.
.
.

I must have the biggest piece of cake.
The best car.
The best house, sports equipment, computer, and so on.
The worship in my church must only be done to fit in with my tastes.

It doesnt really matter how many people suffer hunger, it's my money
and I can spend it as I please.

Like the little baby in the pram, we act as if the whole world exists just to
meet our own personal wishes. And when we dont get our way, we throw our
toys out of the pram. More Christian churches and homes have been spoiled
by adults behaving like this, than we care to say. The sound of angry people

flinging their toys on the floor is heard among Christian leaders from time
to time. In saying this, let me hasten to add, I am not pointing the finger at
others. For I find evidence of this old hard husk of self-centredness at work
in my own life more times than I wish to admit. I can catch myself being
pushed along by downright selfish motives. I am appalled. I'm supposed to
be a Christian minister, yet look at what I ve just said!! "Lord, I'm acting like a
spoiled child. When am I ever going to grow up? Lord, break this husk again."
And remember, the Disciples were not much better. Luke tells us that even
after the Last Supper, after |esus had spoken of his impending death, some of
them were arguing about who was the greatest! How sad! |esus was about to
pour out his life for others, and they could only think of themselves.
So what are we to do? Well, you and I need to learn to recognise these flaws

in ourselves and not to gloss over them. This is never easy. |esus taught us that
it is so much easier to see the "speck" in someone else's eye than the "planli' in
our own. We can point critically to others and accuse them of acting in selfish
ways, while remaining notoriously blind to our own failings.
However, we sense that all is not well within our hearts when a sour
spirit takes over us. For example, we may find it a challenge to respond in a
Christ-like way to situations in which others are praised and we are passed
over. Perhaps we have spent our time and energy trying to serve God, but we
34
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MAKING HOLINESS ATTRACTIVE

our attempts to assist them in their walk with God. And because we are not
good at this, many followers of |esus can wander from the pathway, with no
one able to act as a guide.
I'm convinced that one of the reasons why the fire burned so brightly in the
hearts of the early Methodists was that this system of accountability was built
into their weekly fellowship meetings. Wesley seems to have based his Band
Meetings partly on his experience of the Holy Club at Oxford, his experience

of Moravian fellowship groups, and especially on ]ames 5v 16,
"Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that
you maybe healedl'The searching questions they asked each other may shock
us today, but they give us an insight into their desire to be broken before God,
and to smash through the walls of self-defence. Like St Paul, they longed to
be crucified with Christ. While some people today complain of the prurient
nature of such questions, others sense that this depth of spirituality was the
reason why God was able to use them so powerfully to change the direction
of the Christian Church in the 18th Century.The husk of self-defence was
well and truly being smashed.
What is our response to all this? We have looked at self-centredness and
self-defence as two of the things which can impede Christians as we seek to
grow in holiness. What might be an authentic response?

.

Do we simply toss our head in the air and go on in the same old way?
"I'm perfectly happy with the way things arel'

.

"I'm not prepared to open myself to others like this."

Of course, no one has the right to force us to do these things. However, at
times we sense God's call to a much deeper intimacy with our Saviour.
We begin to acknowledg. a hunger within us: "surely following |esus
must be better than this?"

Am I really living the kind of life that led ]esus to come from heaven
and die on a cross? Is this what he had in mind?
Can I not find someone to whom I can be accountable?

I suspect that from time to time we all have dreams of doing
38

something
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