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Liz Cutler Gates, lcgates@bmhbooks.com, is 
the editor of Grace Connect. Since 2010, 
she has served as executive director of the 
Brethren Missionary Herald Company. She 
and her husband, Doug, live in Warsaw, Ind.

THE TIE THAT BINDS Liz Cutler Gates, Editor

PURSUING HOLINESS
The world tells you that a holy person looks like a monk who 
is sequestered away in a remote monastery, a nun who has 
given her life to caring for the marginalized, or a wizened old 
man who has lived sparsely. That certainly is not me.

In the last issue of GraceConnect, I admitted 
what I felt was my weakness at praying.

In this column, I’ll tell you how bad I am at being holy.

The world tells you that a holy person looks like a monk 
who is sequestered away in a remote monastery, a nun 
who has given her life to caring for the marginalized, or 
a wizened old man who has lived sparsely, abandoning 
any pleasures in life to the point of withdrawing from the 
world.

That certainly is not me.

However, I’ve come to learn that holiness is not your 
station in life but a state of mind developed after years 
of following hard after Jesus. Just when I think I have it 
figured out, I learn so much more. 

It was no surprise that holiness was one of the top values 
cited by Grace Brethren elders and leaders several years ago 
as they participated in the Identity Initiative. In a series 
of five regional retreats, they explored the values that were 
most important to them and their congregations.

It is perhaps a reflection on our historic pursuit 
of “heart religion.” At least that’s what Dr. Jared 
Burkholder called it in Becoming Grace: Seventy Five 
Years on the Landscape of Christian Higher Education 
(BMH Books 2015). He notes that more than 300 
years ago, Alexander Mack, the founder of the Brethren 
movement, was largely influenced by a group who 
pursued writing devotionals, hymnals, and prayer 
books, facilitating Bible studies among lay people, and 
organizing small groups for fellowship and prayer that 
met separately from the organized church services (pages 
12-13). (These pious pursuits earned them the name of 
“Pietists,” and while the tag might have been sarcastic, 
the name stuck.)

Sound familiar? Those pious traditions have continued 
through the years of the progressive Grace Brethren 
movement. We’ve written devotionals, organized small 
groups for fellowship and prayer, and facilitated Bible 
studies. It is all part of the process of pursuing holiness.

It’s not to say that the quiet monk, selfless nun, or wise 
sage aren’t pursuing holiness. It’s just as important to 
do in the places where our own rubber meets the road 
– in an office tower in California, a farm in Ohio, a 
classroom in Maryland, or wherever God has placed you.  

“God expects every Christian to live a holy life,” says 
Jerry Bridges, author of the Christian classic, The 
Pursuit of Holiness, who died the week this issue was 
being finalized. “Holiness is not only expected; it is the 
promised birthright of every Christian.” 
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HOLY 
ENCOUNTERS

Before the moment slipped 

too quickly into memory, I 

stood and clapped. I could 

not let this display of God’s 

glory and handiwork go 

unrecognized. My wife and 

friends followed. Soon every 

bystander and tourist joined 

in our applause. We gave 

God a standing ovation

at the Grand Canyon.

A holy moment, indeed.

BY A DIFFERENT 
SCRIPT
by Tim Sprankle
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y wife and I secured a 
spot on the eastern rim of 
the Grand Canyon. We 

had spent the day hiking with two 
friends; our legs were weary from 
switchbacks and steep inclines. Dusk 
arrived and tourists departed. Only 
a small, muttering crowd shared our 
vista as the sun—a magnificent amber 
orb—made its final bow. 

For a minute time stopped. Our 
hearts paused. Our breath abated. 
Our bodies froze. The sun stood still 
and our eyes opened wide. This was 
a holy moment. Then the sun dipped 
beneath the horizon and the patch of 
onlookers began to stir. 

Before the moment slipped too 
quickly into memory, I stood and 
clapped. I could not let this display 
of God’s glory and handiwork go 
unrecognized. My wife and friends 
followed. Soon every bystander and 
tourist joined in our applause. We 
gave God a standing ovation at the 
Grand Canyon. A holy moment, 
indeed.
Biblical narratives abound with holy 
moments. Moses encounters God 
in the burning bush. Israel stands at 
the base of Sinai, a safe distance from 
God’s thundering presence. Joshua 
meets the Angel of the Lord at the Jor-
dan river. Isaiah witnesses God’s glory 
flowing from the temple. Saul hears 
the voice of Jesus calling him from 
persecution to mission. John envisions 
the risen and resplendent Jesus wield-
ing His sword and wreathed in flames.

A pattern emerges in these stories. 
The Holy God reveals Himself. The 
sinful human bows. The Holy God 
addresses His audience, affirming 
and commissioning. They accept and 
the mysterium tremendum—Rudolph 
Otto’s famous phrase for holy ter-
ror—pushes these people to new 
heights.

My spiritual experience is short on 
burning bushes and apocalyptic vi-
sions. I have never heard God shout 
my name from heaven or roll back 
the curtains of heaven for my won-
dering mind. Nor have I been privy 
to angel choirs or chariots of fire. 
Such encounters may still take place, 
but my understanding of the holiness 
of God follows a different script. It 
comes from the creation account. 

fter six days of orderly and 
expansive, blessed and 
beautiful, potent and good 

work, God dedicates day seven to 
rest. The fruit of His labor from the 
first six days—light and stars, oceans 
and land, plants and animals, man 
and woman—he deems good. Only 
the seventh day merits the special 
qualifier: holy. 

“By the seventh day God had 
finished the work he had been 
doing; so on the seventh day he 
rested from all his work. And God 
blessed the seventh day and made 
it holy, because on it he rested 
from all the work of creating he 
had done” (Genesis 2:2-3, NIV).

M

A

A PATTERN EMERGES IN 

THESE STORIES. THE HOLY 

GOD REVEALS HIMSELF. 

THE SINFUL HUMAN BOWS. 
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On the seventh day, work ceased and 
time stood still. Later in Israel’s histo-
ry, God institutionalized a seventh day, 
holy rest for His people. Sabbath gave 
recognition to God’s good creation 
(Exodus 20:8-11) and great redemp-
tion (Deuteronomy 5:12-15). The day 
provided relief from labor for families, 
slaves, and animals to remember God. 
“Mark this day. Observe this day. 
Keep it holy,” God instructed.

eside Sabbath stood other 
Hebrew holy days and weeks 
and years. God wanted His 

people to set aside times for feasting, 
forgiving debts, recalling God’s saving 
acts and seeking His favor (see Leviti-
cus 23-25 and Deuteronomy 15-16). 
Holy moments pervaded the Hebrew 
calendar.

Sadly, the commentary of Israel’s 
prophets (e.g., Isaiah 1:13-14; Amos 
5:21-24) and Jesus’ rebuke of the 
Pharisees (e.g., Mark 2:23-3:6) indi-
cate a misuse of Sabbath. These holy 
days were either ignored or commodi-
fied. People demonstrated a greater 
desire for financial gain (Amos 8:4-6) 
and religious authority (Matthew 
12:1-14), than basking in God’s holi-
ness. Religion and the marketplace 
hollowed out God’s holy Sabbath.

The early church did not eliminate 
Sabbath, but repurposed it. At 
first they met daily to break bread, 
fellowship, pray, and share in the 
apostles’ teaching (Acts 2:42-47). 
Later they gathered on the first day of 
the week (1 Corinthians 16:2), likely 

to commemorate the new creation, 
of which Jesus was the first fruits 
(15:20-23). But on more than one 
occasion, Paul warned against elevat-
ing one day above another on the ho-
liness chart (Romans 14:5; Colossians 
2:16); they could declare all days 
holy. The author of Hebrews affirms 
this notion, concluding Sabbath rest 
and heavenly access are ever-present 
realities (Hebrews 4:1-16).

Holy encounters loom on the hori-
zon. Unfortunately, God’s holiness 
escapes our notice because we, like 
Israel, have accepted the cheap substi-
tute of the Sunday morning worship 
rally for slow and attentive, quiet and 
reflective Sabbath rest. We put in our 
time without really stopping. And 
when religious goods and services 
come as just one more activity or 
amusement, we miss the holiness of 
God. A God fashioned to amuse us 
cannot amaze us.

ortunately, the offer of Sabbath 
rest remains. We are never 
more than a prayer away from 

the throne of heaven. We can, even 
today, enter God’s holy rest (Hebrews 
4:11). The word of God speaks today 
(4:12), shouting His holiness from 
the pages of Scripture, mouths of 
babes, winds of heaven, and whispers 
of our conscience. We can apprehend 
His holiness if we learn to stop and 
pay attention.

We cultivate a sense of God’s holiness 
when we watch more sunsets, take 
more walks, climb more hills, feed 

B

more birds. We make room for more 
holy moments when we turn down 
the news, silence our cell phones, 
break from our screens, and set aside 
time for personal worship and cor-
porate feasting. God reveals Himself 
both in quiet times and meaningful 
conversations.

e must learn to pace 
ourselves, so we can 

delight in God’s creative 
genius. He has hidden His holiness 
in the royal glint of the human eye 
(Psalm 8), the unique design of a 
single snowflake (Job 38), the emo-
tional power of memorable stories 
(Luke 15), and the stirring force of a 
shared song (Exodus 15). We bypass 
signs of His holiness when we live in 
a hurry.

Finally, we should apply this attentive 
and lingering mindset to our time in 
the Scriptures. His holiness emanates 
from His Word. Reading slowly, 
reflectively, and inquisitively gets be-
yond the duty of our discipline to the 
praise of His holiness. We may never 
meet God at a burning bush or river 
bank, but the biblical text trains our 
imagination to see Him in the sunset. 
And when we do, it is appropriate to 
clap. Or sing. 

“Holy, holy, holy
is the Lord God Almighty,
who was, and is, and is to come” 
(Revelation 4:8, NIV)

Tim Sprankle is pastor of the Grace 
Brethren Church, Leesburg, Ind.
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WE CULTIVATE A SENSE OF GOD’S 

HOLINESS WHEN WE WATCH MORE 

SUNSETS, TAKE MORE WALKS, CLIMB 

MORE HILLS, FEED MORE BIRDS.
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Most millennials may only vaguely 

remember the family road trip that 

required thoughtful planning with 

time spent pouring over a map to 

discuss the best route to get to a 

given place. Details needed to be 

precise. If one got lost, the only 

option to get back on course was to 

stop at a gas station and ask for help. 

INTENTIONAL 
GROWTH
by Zac Hess
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oes anyone use a map or an atlas anymore? Most 
millennials may only vaguely remember the family 
road trip that required thoughtful planning with 

time spent pouring over a map to discuss the best route to get 
to a given place. Details needed to be precise. If one got lost, 
the only option to get back on course was to stop at a gas 
station and ask for help. 
In a world of smart phones, even the GPS receivers from 
several years ago seem out of date. The process of getting to 
a certain place takes no more planning than the time it takes 
to type in the address. A road trip is no longer a thoughtful 
process with the end in mind, but a series of mindless turns 
and recalculations to get us back on track. It’s more or less 
assumed we will arrive at our destination. 
Life for the Christian can often feel the same. We simply 
assume that we are making our way. In business, athletics, 
or academics, we are often required to make specific goals 
and plans for how those goals will be accomplished. We need 
to know the end destination and figure out the process for 
how we will arrive. It’s good that we make resolutions about 
personal and work related things, but, for the Christian, there 
is often something we overlook: godliness.

hat if you made growth in godliness a specific 
goal? Jesus seems to think that following Him is 

a big deal, and He even says in Matthew 16:26, 
“For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and 
forfeits his soul?”
We often assume we will “just grow” in our love and 
obedience to Jesus, or we don’t really care that much. 
We might explicitly believe the first part of the previous 
statement, which means we really believe the second. To just 
assume means we don’t care enough to think about it.
I have been guilty of this thinking, and that’s exactly why 
these words from D.A. Carson, from his devotional For the 
Love of God vol. II., stand out to me:

“People do not drift toward holiness. Apart from grace-
driven effort, people do not gravitate toward godliness, 
prayer, obedience to Scripture, faith, and delight in the 
Lord. We drift toward compromise and call it tolerance; 
we drift toward disobedience and call it freedom; we 
drift toward superstition and call it faith. We cherish 

the indiscipline of lost self-control and call it relaxation; 
we slouch toward prayerlessness and delude ourselves 
into thinking we have escaped legalism; we slide toward 
godlessness and convince ourselves we have been 
liberated.”

These cutting words are also life giving. We need to hear 
Paul’s words to the Colossians, “For you have died and your 
life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your 
life appears, then you will also appear with him in glory” 
(Colossians 3:3-4).

aul tells us of the final destination; in Christ we will 
be glorified. But this provokes and motivates us to kill 
sin and live to righteousness. “Put to death therefore 

what is earthly in you…” (3:5) and “Put on then, as God’s 
chosen ones, holy and beloved…” (3:12). In light of their 
identity with the resurrected Christ, the Colossian believers 
were to actively clothe themselves with godliness. 
What is your goal to pursue godliness?
I encourage you to start simple and stay faithful. Start with a 
goal to read the Bible each week for five or ten minutes a day 
for five days, reflecting on Jesus and what He asks of you. You 
could read almost the entire Bible in a year if you did that. 
But let’s say you missed a day or five…pick it right back up 
and keep going.
We are already completely righteous through the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus. We have died and our life is hidden 
with Christ in God (Colossians 3:3).  Let us now pursue 
godliness with urgency, out of gratitude to reflect our Savior. 
What if you’re able to say a year from now that you saw an 
obvious change in your love for Jesus and your obedience to 
Him because you stayed faithful? Maybe you didn’t read every 
day, but what if you could say you read more of the Bible and 
learned more about Jesus than you ever have before? What if 
you saw a noticeable difference in your love and affection for 
Jesus not because of the few “special” times with Him, but 
through sustained faithfulness?  
Don’t assume that you’re just going to “arrive.” Be intentional 
and make a plan for growth in godliness.
Zac Hess is on the pastoral staff of Grace Polaris Church, a Grace 
Brethren congregation on the north side of Columbus, Ohio.
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WE NEED TO KNOW THE END 

DESTINATION AND FIGURE OUT THE 

PROCESS FOR HOW WE WILL ARRIVE.
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A STUDY IN
HOLINESS

When we say that God is holy, 

we mean that He is beyond 

us, He is not contained by 

time and space as we are. We 

also mean that He is sinless. 

So when we speak of holiness, 

we think of being set apart 

and/or being sinless. 

by Tiberius Rata
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THE WORD “HOLY” CAN ALSO REFER 

TO THINGS OR PEOPLE THAT GOD SETS 

APART FOR A CERTAIN PURPOSE.

Holiness
In the Bible, the word “holy” is used to describe who God is. 
God is holy from both a transcendental perspective and an ethi-
cal one. When we say that God is holy, we mean that He is be-
yond us, He is not contained by time and space as we are. From 
that perspective His holiness is transcendental. When we say 
that God is holy, we also mean that He is sinless. So when we 
speak of holiness, we think of being set apart and/or being sin-
less. But the word “holy” can also refer to things or people that 
God sets apart for a certain purpose.

The Pentateuch
The first time the word holy appears in the Bible is in the cre-
ation account when God sets apart the seventh day and classi-
fies it as “holy.” So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, 
because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in 
creation (Genesis 2:3). Unlike the godless, pagan nations around 
Israel who sanctify spaces, God sanctifies time. This idea is re-
peated in the fourth commandment when God commands the 
Israelites to “remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy” (Exodus 
20:8-11). In the book of Exodus, the adjective holy also refers to 
a ground (3:5), an assembly (12:16), the Sabbath day (16:23), 
the nation of Israel (19:6), the tabernacle (26:33-34, 28:29, 35, 
43), priestly garments (28:2, 4; 29:21, 29), an engraved plate 
(28:36), a crown (29:6), a place of sacrifice (29:31), consecrated 
food (29:33-34), and the altar (29:37). In Leviticus it’s used to 
distinguish between the sacred and the profane. Offerings are 
classified as holy (2:3, 10; 6:17; 10:12), the tabernacle is called 
a holy place (6:16), and the adjective is also used of the priestly 
crown (8:9). But most importantly, the Bible describes God as 
holy. “I am holy,” is God’s description of Himself (Lev 11:44-
45). God’s holiness is both transcendental and ethical. He is 
totally separated from us because He is not bound and limited 
by time and space. Ethically, God is sinless. 

The Historical Books
The word holy appears for the first time in the historical books 
to refer to the ground when Joshua is commanded by the com-
mander of the LORD’s army, “Take off your sandals…for the 
place where you are standing is holy” (Joshua 5:15). In Joshua, 
things dedicated to the LORD are considered holy (6:19), and 
at the end of the book the word is used to describe Yahweh who 
is a “holy God. He is a jealous God” (24:19). In Samuel, God is 
described as holy (1 Sam 2:2; 6:20), and so are the vessels and 
bread used in the tabernacle (1 Sam 21:4-6). 

In Kings and Chronicles, the word holy is used:
•	 of the tabernacle or the Temple (1 Kgs 6:16; 7:50; 8:6, 8, 10; 

2 Kings 12:4; 1 Chronicles 6:49; 29:3; 2 Chronicles 3:8, 10; 
4:22; 5:7, 9, 11; 8:11; 29:5, 7; 30:27),

•	 of the vessels in Solomon’s temple (1 Kings 8:4; 1 Chronicles 
9:29; 22:19; 23:13, 28; 2 Chronicles 5:5),

•	 of Elisha (2 Kgs 4:9), 
•	 of priests (2 Chronicles 23:6), of Yahweh (2 Kgs 19:22), 
•	 His name (1 Chronicles 16:10, 35; 29:16), and
•	 His heavenly habitation (2 Chronicles 30:27). 

In Ezra/Nehemiah, the word is used:
•	 to describe the priests and the vessels that are to be used once 

the Temple is rebuilt (Ezra 8:28; Nehemiah 10:33), 
•	 of the nation of Israel (Nehemiah 9:2), 
•	 of the Temple (Nehemiah 9:8), 
•	 of the day when the Law is read to the people (Nehemiah 8:9-

11), 
•	 of the Sabbath or a feast day (Nehemiah 9:14; 10:31, 33; 

13:22), and 
•	 of Jerusalem (Nehemiah 11:1, 18).

The Poetic Books
When the Israelites sang songs of praise, they exalted God as 
holy (Psalm 77:13; 99:9). Because the temple is holy (Psalm 5:7; 
11:4; 24:3; 28:2; 46:4; 68:5; 79:1; 134:2; 138:2), so is Mount 
Zion, the place where the temple is built (Psalm 2:6; 3:4; 15:1; 
43:3). Yahweh and His name are holy (Psalm 22:3; 30:4; 33:21; 
71:22; 78:41; 89:18; 97:12; 99:3, 5, 9; 103:1; 106:47; 111:9; 
145:21), and so is His Messiah (Psalm 16:10), His Spirit (Psalm 
51:11), His heavenly abode (Psalm 20:6; 24:3; 46:4; 68:5), and 
His throne (Psalm 47:8). 

The Prophets
The prophet Isaiah calls Yahweh “The Holy One of Israel,” (1:4; 
5:19, 24; 10:20; 12:6; 17:7; 29:19; 30:11-12; 31:1; 37:23; 
41:14, 16, 20; 43:3, 14; 45:11; 47:4; 48:17; 49:7; 54:5; 55:5; 
60:9, 14). Yahweh is holy (5:16; 6:3; 8:13; 10:17; 29:23), and 
so is Jerusalem, the place where the temple is (4:3; 11:9; 27:13; 
48:2; 52:1; 56:7; 57:13, 15; 64:10; 65:11). The term “Holy 
Spirit” appears twice in Isaiah (63:10-11). 

The New Testament
The New Testament continues the idea that God is holy (1 Peter 
1:15-16). The word holy is used to describe the second person 
of the Trinity; subsequently the term “Holy Spirit” appears 89 
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LIKE THE OLD TESTAMENT SAINTS, WE CARE 
CALLED TO BE HOLY, DIFFERENT THAN THE 
PAGAN NATIONS AND PRACTICES AROUND US. 

because of what Christ has accomplished on the cross (positional 
holiness), but they are also called to be holy (de facto or progres-
sive holiness) (1 Cor. 7:34; Eph. 1:4; 5:27; 1 Peter 1:15-16). 
Tiberius Rata is assistant dean of the School of Ministry Studies 
at Grace College and Theological Seminary, where he also serves as 
professor of Old Testament Studies. He focuses on instilling in his 
students a love for God and His inerrant Word.

s we are sanctified daily and made more in the 
image of Jesus Christ, we encounter many 
challenges. Satan wants to kill and destroy us, 

while God wants us to be holy. When we listen to Satan’s 
lies, we sin. Instead of being holy, we become profane. 
Like the Old Testament saints, we care called to be holy, 
different than the pagan nations and practices around 
us. Yet, we are tempted to become like the world, rather 
than different than the world. I tell my students that we 
always fight the battles for truth and purity. 

The battle for truth. God wants us to believe that 
He revealed Himself in His Word, the Bible. When we 
believe the world rather that the Bible, we are not holy; 
we are profane, and we defile the truth of God’s Word. 
One way we have bought into Satan’s lie is to believe 
the so-called science that says that we are nothing but 
evolved animals. Yet, the Bible says that we are God’s 
special creation, created in the image of God (Genesis 
1:26-27). “Be holy” then means to stand by the Word 
of God and regard it as truth. “Be holy” then means to 
represent God well in this sin-sick world by standing 
firm on the truth of His Word, the Bible. This principle 
can be applied to a lot of issues facing our society today: 
marriage, the care of children (born and unborn), and 
how to treat the stranger in the land. 

The battle for purity. God’s holiness is ethical; 
He is sinless. Because we have the sin nature still in 
us, we cannot be sinless, but the Holy Spirit is helping 
us to get closer to what God wants for us through 
the process of sanctification. Satan has won major 
victories by defeated pastors and Christian leaders 
through pornography and adultery. How do we fight 
this battle? The battle against pornography starts 

with accountability. Our friends at Covenant Eyes 
recommend the following Five Gospel-Centered 
Accountability Principles:1

1	 Know and understand the depth and dangers of sin.
2	 Healthy accountability relationships inspire God-

worship, not will-worship.
3	 Healthy accountability relationships use grace-

centered motives, not law-centered motives, for 
inspiring repentance.

4	 Healthy accountability relationships are Christ-
centered, not sin-centered.

5	 Healthy accountability relationships celebrate the cross.

How do we fight the battle against adultery? Our 
friends at Focus on the Family suggest five ways in build 
an affair-proof marriage:2

1	 Avoid spending time alone with people of the 
opposite sex.

2	 Refuse to act on (or even reveal) feelings of attraction 
to someone other than your spouse.

3	 Avoid outside influences and environments.
4	 Make your spouse your top priority.
5	 Change your attitude about your marriage.

The main attribute of the Holy Spirit, like the God-head 
is holiness. In his holiness, He helps those redeemed by 
Christ to be holy. The more filled with the Spirit we are, the 
more holy we can be in the way we think, speak, and act.

1  See the entire article at http://www.covenanteyes.com/2014/09/12/10-
gospel-centered-accountability-principles-puritan-might-run-
accountability-group/

2  See the entire article at http://www.focusonthefamily.com/marriage/
divorce-and-infidelity/affairs-and-adultery/avoiding-and-ending-an-affair

PRACTICAL HOLINESS by Tiberius Rata

A

times. The word holy is also used to describe Jesus the Messiah 
(Mark 1:24; Luke 4:34; John 6:69, Acts 2:27; 4:27; 13:35). The 
followers of Jesus Christ are called Christians but they are also 
called holy. Because of Jesus’ death and physical resurrection, His 
followers can be holy. Therefore, they are called saints (Acts 9:13, 
32, 41; Heb. 3:1; 6:10; 13:24; Rev. 5:8; 8:3-4; 11:18; 13:7, 10; 
14:12; 16:6; 18:20, 24; 19:8; 20:9; 22:21). Christians are holy 
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CPR-3Breathe Partners 
offers 1 or 3 year 
CompassionCorp and 1 or 6 month CompassionCorp 
in Training initiatives to immerse you in the Haitian 
culture as short term missionaries & give opportunity 
for hands-on learning experiences. If you’re ready for 
life changing impact, character building, and on the 
ground immersion, contact info@breathepartners.com.

Enlisting, educating, and equipping church planters
to reach people for Christ through the establishment of
Grace Brethren congregations throughout New England.

For More Information Contact:
Jack Brown, Director, c/o North Shore Bible Church

65 Eastern Avenue, Essex MA 01929
508.284.5098

northshorebible@gmail.com • grownewengland.net
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