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“Holiness” by Keith Mathison

In the early centuries of the church’s existence, Christian apologists would sometimes appeal to the
distinctively holy lives of Christians as evidence for the truth of Christianity. Would such an appeal be of any use
today? According to numerous surveys, the behavior of professing Christians is not discernibly different from the
behavior of those who profess other religions or no religion at all. The phrase one often hears on the lips of
pagans who observe contemporary Christian behavior is: ““The church is full of hypocrites.” This should not be.
We worship a holy God who calls His people to be holy and who has provided the means by which they may
be holy.
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holiness. It deals with weighty subjects, the weightiest in
fact: God, sin, Jesus Christ, the gospel, the Holy Spirit,
justification, sanctification, heaven, and hell. It is a book
for those who want to move beyond milk and get to the
meat of the Word.

Frankly, some older Christian books are difficult to
read because of the style of writing that was common
in previous ages. To contemporary readers, many of
these works seem dry and wordy, tedious and dull. I
have run across many such books myself. Ryle does not
fall into that category. Ryle’s more
comparable to that of someone like Charles Spurgeon.
He writes with such an intensity and passion that the
reader cannot easily become bored.

The book itself contains twenty chapters dealing
with various issues related to holiness and one chapter
containing quotations on the subject by older Christian
writers. In the main section of the book, Ryle devotes
entire chapters to subjects such as sin, sanctification, the
nature of Christianity as a fight, counting the cost,
growth in grace, assurance, the church, and love of
Christ. The introductory chapter on sin is perhaps the
most important chapter in the entire book because
wrong views of salvation and of holiness are inevitably
based on wrong views of sin. As Ryle explains, “If a
man does not realize the dangerous nature of his soul’s
disease, you cannot wonder if he is content with false or
imperfect remedies.”
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One of the most prevalent errors made when
discussing holiness is to slide into the view that we are
somehow justified before God by our holiness. Ryle is
careful to observe throughout this book the distinction
between sanctification and justification. Justification is
by faith alone in Christ alone. But those who have been
justified bear the fruit of the Spirit and grow in
holiness. In other words, they are sanctified by God.
They are now to love Christ and the things He loves.
This is very easy to forget in our day and age when
walking an aisle is equated with conversion and walking
in the light is considered optional.

Whether you have been a Christian for ten months
or ten years, I encourage you to read Ryle’s Holiness.
His words will exhort you, convict you, encourage you,
and challenge you. His chapters will drive you to dig
into the Scriptures, and there you will see that holiness
is not optional for the Christian. We are to strive for the
holiness without which no one will see the Lord (Heb.
12:14). We are to walk by the Spirit and not gratify the
desires of the flesh (Gal. 5:16). We are to love the Lord
because He first loved us (1 John 4:19) and love our
neighbor as ourselves (Matt. 22:39).
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