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Foundations In Functional Holiness 

By Rev. Dr. J. Patrick Bowman, DBS 

Lesson 16- Experiencing Functional Holiness 

 

Our examination of doctrinal views in the last section left us with the assumption that 

each church cited would consider their holiness as functional holiness. If we asks adherents of 

the Bible Methodist Connection of Churches (one of the shortest and simplest citings) and 

adherents of the International Pentecostal Holiness Church (the longest and most detailed 

citing) if their “brand” of holiness was functional, the only answer possible from both of them 

would be in the affirmative. Of course, that is because the opposite would be dysfunctional 

holiness, a term not apt to be claimed by any of them. As we examine experiencing functional 

holiness, perhaps the best place to start is in defining what is meant by functional. 

One dictionary definition of functional is “having or serving a utilitarian purpose; 

capable of serving the purpose for which it was designed.” (Functional) Using this definition, 

functional holiness is holiness capable of serving the purpose for which it was designed. That 

immediately brings up a valid question: “What purpose was holiness designed for?” 

Lesson 1 ended with, “Holiness is the outcome of our consecration and sanctification.” 

However, that conclusion came after realizing that holiness is becoming the image of Jesus 

Christ. Through the means of consecration and sanctification, we transform into the image of 

God’s dear Son. Therefore, is functional holiness serving the purpose of manifesting our 

transformed image? Is it inward being that manifests in outward doing? 
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Douglas Milne, pastor and adjunct professor at Roberts Wesleyan College, offers some 

constructive answers when writing, 

Believers can only function in the life of holiness because God is the author of holiness 

and the very nature of what it means to be holy. While living a moral and ethical life 

dedicated to Christ is part of holy living, making holiness about something believers do 

negates the fact that living holiness in this life is possible because of what God does. 

God enables believers to be functional human beings. 

The term “functional” is essential for understanding the lifestyle of holiness. Those 

things believers say, the love they offer, the blessings they extend, the mercy they grant, 

and the compassion they bestow are available because God empowers them to live 

holy. Furthermore, as a key proponent of biblical and practical holiness, John Wesley 

helps us understand functional holiness. 

Being an authentic “believer” means more than just making an initial commitment to 

Jesus Christ. Authentic believers are also dedicated followers of Jesus—in belief, ethic, 

character, and affinity. Being a follower indicates a reliance on the leader that can only 

be developed by a continuous, growing relationship. Wesley preached a livable, 

practical holiness in a broken world; thus, holiness was functional and not some 

obscure, unattainable biblical concept. 

The major issues within the holiness theology conversation are two-fold. First, holiness 

remains a complex topic because it has proven to be difficult to define and explain. 

Either “holiness” results in a rigid, legalistic lifestyle, or “holiness” is assumed to be 

unattainable and therefore lacks practical application. Second, scholars from various 
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theological backgrounds begin the conversation from different perspectives—e.g., sin, 

love, judgment. Therefore, the value of Wesley’s message lies in his biblical and 

theological explanations of holiness as a functional part of the Christian life. (Milne) 

Knowing that definitions are complex and hard to come by, let us, nevertheless, press 

on in our quest for functional holiness. 

Our first foray into functional holiness will be its relational nature. Judy Huffman shares 

a story that illustrates this well. 

A while ago, I got a lamb’s wool sweater at a yard sale for two dollars. It is the softest 

fabric around, far finer than cashmere or fluffy fleece. When I wear it funny things 

happen. Last month at a professional conference, six different strangers walked up to 

me within one morning and touched my sweater. They said things like, “I can’t help 

myself; I just have to feel this.” 

True holiness is like that. True holiness draws people, because they long to experience 

the comfort and care of the Lamb of God’s perfect love. The more we “wear” his grace, 

the more others will be drawn to him through us, and the more we will be drawn to one 

another. (Huffman) 

Matthew 5:16 tells us, “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see 

your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven” (NASB). We are told in 1 John 1:5-7,  

“This is the message we have heard from Him and announce to you, that God is Light, and in 

Him there is no darkness at all.  If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth;  but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the 
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Light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all 

sin.” 

Francis Frangipane, in Holiness, Truth, and the Presence of God, says of light,  

Light, in the Scriptures, symbolizes the outraying purity of the holy God. When our hearts and 

subsequent actions are pure, the light of God’s presence shines through us into this world. It is 

with this in mind that Jesus tells us to let our light shine before men in such a way that they see 

our good works and glorify the Father (Matt. 5:16). 

Let us always remember, Jesus wants to reach people, not drive them away. How does God 

expect us to do that? First, let us make sure our conversion is real, that we have truly given our 

lives to Jesus Christ. Then, determine to bear the spiritual fruit of love and humility in your life. 

(Frangipane) 

Remember Wesley’s emphasis on love? Henry H. Knight III, Donald and Pearl Wright 

Professor of Wesleyan Studies and E. Stanley Jones Professor of Evangelism at Saint Paul School 

of Theology, Overland Park, Kansas, writes, 

Humanity was created in God’s image, that is, to love as God loves. Our fall into sin meant the 

loss of that image and with it our ability to love God and our neighbor. Salvation is God’s plan to 

restore us to that image in which we were created through renewing our hearts in love. This 

occurs through what God does for us in Jesus Christ and in us through the Holy Spirit. 

For Wesley, the goal of salvation was not justification (or pardon) but sanctification. 

Sanctification begins with the new birth, wherein “we are inwardly renewed by the power of 

God,” experiencing “the love of God’s shed abroad in our hearts” by the Holy Spirit, producing 

love for God and neighbor (“The Scripture Way of Salvation,” §I.4). As we gradually grow in 
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sanctification, we wait for entire sanctification or Christian perfection, which “means perfect 

love. It is love excluding sin; love filling the heart, taking up the whole capacity of the soul” (“The 

Scripture way of Salvation,” §1.9). It is “loving God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength,” 

implying “no wrong temper, none contrary to love, remains in the soul; and that all the 

thoughts, words, and actions are governed by pure love” (A Plain Account of Christian 

Perfection, §19). (Knight) 

With this manner of God’s overflowing love within us, should it be any surprise that 

functional holiness is at its core relational holiness? In Jesus’ prayer in John 17, He prays, 

I have given them Your word; and the world has hated them, because they are not of 

the world, even as I am not of the world. I do not ask You to take them out of the world, 

but to keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of the 

world. Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth. As You sent Me into the world, I 

also have sent them into the world. For their sakes I sanctify Myself, that they 

themselves also may be sanctified in truth. (Jn. 17:14-19) 

The functional holiness that we are called to is a holiness of truth. That means that we 

do not compromise the truth of holiness to accommodate the world; we speak the truth in 

love. If we love the world as we ought, we proclaim the truth because truth sets the sinner free. 

If we love the Church as we ought, we speak the truth because truth sets the believer free. 

In John 8:30-36 we read, 

As He spoke these things, many came to believe in Him. So Jesus was saying to those 

Jews who had believed Him, “If you continue in My word, then you are truly disciples of 

Mine; and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” They answered 



Foundations In Functional Holiness | Bowman 

 

6 

 

Him, “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never yet been enslaved to anyone; 

how is it that You say, ‘You will become free’?” Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say 

to you, everyone who commits sin is the slave of sin. The slave does not remain in the 

house forever; the son does remain forever. So if the Son makes you free, you will be 

free indeed. 

They believed in Him, but were they ready to follow Him? They wanted to rely on their 

relationship with Abraham rather than follow the God of Abraham. By the end of chapter 8, 

they were ready to stone Jesus.  

If the closest relationships of life clash with the claims of Jesus Christ, He says it must be 

instant obedience to Himself. Discipleship means personal, passionate devotion to a 

Person, Our Lord Jesus Christ. There is a difference between devotion to a Person and 

devotion to principles or to a cause. Our Lord never proclaimed a cause; He proclaimed 

personal devotion to Himself. To be a disciple is to be a devoted love-slave of the Lord 

Jesus. Many of us who call ourselves Christians are not devoted to Jesus Christ. No man 

on earth has this passionate love to the Lord Jesus unless the Holy Ghost has imparted it 

to him. We may admire Him, we may respect Him and reverence Him, but we cannot 

love Him. The only Lover of the Lord Jesus is the Holy Ghost, and He sheds abroad the 

very love of God in our hearts. Whenever the Holy Ghost sees a chance of glorifying 

Jesus, He will take your heart, your nerves, your whole personality, and simply make you 

blaze and glow with devotion to Jesus Christ. The Christian life is stamped by ‘moral 

spontaneous originality,’ consequently the disciple is open to the same charge that 

Jesus Christ was, viz., that of inconsistency. But Jesus Christ was always consistent to 
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God, and the Christian must be consistent to the life of the Son of God in him, not 

consistent to hard and fast creeds. Men pour themselves into creeds, and God has to 

blast them out of their prejudices before they can become devoted to Jesus Christ. 

(Chambers) 

Just as the Jews clung to their “creed” of Abraham, are we clinging to creeds of holiness 

that keep us from following Jesus into the world as He would have us do? Have we removed 

our influence out of fear of being influenced? Are we salt that will make people thirsty, or have 

we lost our savor? Do we want to be light to a dark and dreary world, or are we content sitting 

around our candle under the bushel basket? Is our labor in vain because of scriptural 

interpretation based on historical biases and traditions? The truth of holiness should go before 

us like a battering ram wrapped in love, rather than a wall of defense we hide behind to keep 

the world out. 

Wesley was a proponent of what he termed “social holiness,” an expression of God’s 

desire to infiltrate the world with His love through relationships. He battled against the abuses 

and inequalities of his day by extending resources in helping the poor and marginalized in 

society. 

Wesley once claimed that there was no holiness but social holiness. The original 

context of the saying was in relation to the necessity for Christian fellowship. Wesley 

was countering a privatised notion of Christian faith. One cannot go to heaven alone but 

one needs friends. It is within Christian community that holiness of life is to be realized. 

Today social holiness needs to be extended beyond ecclesial koinonia. It is within the 

socio-economic and political community that holiness of life is to be realized. 
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Wesley frequently described holiness as ‘renewal of the whole image of God’. Wesley 

did not understand this in a purely individualistic way. He used eschatology and creation 

theology in his reflection on holiness. His ‘horizon of holiness was the whole world, 

created and recreated’. If holiness of life was described in terms of perfect love, then 

holiness involved social relations including environmental relations. For Wesley the 

spreading of scriptural holiness entailed ‘the transformation of the economic and 

political order, the establishment of Pentecostal commun(al)ism and the abolition of 

war’.  Holiness was nothing less than a new creation.  (McMaster) 

If functional holiness involves relations, including environmental ties, what are some 

ways we can let our light shine? 

The light of holiness is not merely conceptual or theological, but practical and 

institutional. Raising a standard of holiness includes building parochial schools, Christian 

universities, hospitals, crisis pregnancy centers, adoption agencies, Christian homeless 

shelters, and other ministries that extend Christ’s love to the communities of the world. 

These institutions are under-supported. As a result, many of them are struggling to 

remain open and others are closing down. Christians should fully support these 

institutional arms of the Church. They represent the practical witness of God’s love in a 

world that desperately needs it. God calls the Christian to lead in expressions of help in 

the world, but not as followers of ideological trends and standards of living that are 

defined by the world. At times the Church endures pressures from society to 

compromise her beliefs. Looking to the Early Church for guidance, the Church must 

resist society’s pressures even if it brings persecution upon the Church. When the 
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situation pressures the Church to act indifferent to Her identity in Christ, the Church 

must not compromise Her standards. (Harris)  

In the world, but not of the world, seems an apt appraisal of functional holiness, making 

itself tangible in relational ways, expressed as the truth is spoken and conveyed in love. 

Wesleyan theologian John Drury affirms the Wesleyan claim that holiness is ‘perfect 

love,’ but he maintains, correctly I believe, that by itself this claim bears no real 

theological weight. Somehow, the character of ‘perfect love’ must be shown. Drury 

suggests that a revelation of love’s character requires a theological statement that 

conforms to the grammar of loving relationships as revealed in Christ, a statement that 

be used to describe both divine and human relationships. That is, holiness must be 

defined in a way that makes sense in ‘the logic of the command to be perfect as God is 

perfect’.  Given these assumptions, Drury says that a faithful description of holiness 

‘permits the subject, object, and verb of perfect love to be used consistently for both 

divine and human holiness’. 

The defining move in Drury’s argument is his assertion that love is perfected in the 

object and not in its subject. Holiness, therefore, cannot be rightly understood as 

performance, intention, wholeness, or devotion, because all of these definitions assume 

that the lover and/or her loving must be perfect. But if holiness is understood as 

hospitality, then we see that ‘holy living is not about my completeness or the 

completeness of my love, but rather the completeness of the recipient of my love. The 

mark of perfect love is the ineluctable desire to see the good of the beloved. Love is 

perfected not in the one loving but the one loved. The truly holy life, therefore, is one 
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loved sanctifyingly—offered up, eucharistically, for the sake of the neighbor and the 

neighbor’s world. This is exactly the love that we see in God’s gospel-hospitality for us. 

(Green) 

Additional thought and insight come to us by way of John Webster (1955-2016). From a 

Calvinist’s perspective, he wrote, 

This means that the works of holiness emerge from the convulsion and reorientation of 

human being and activity by God. In talking of what Calvin calls the ‘cultivation’ of 

blamelessness and purity of life, we do not fall back into self-realization: to that 

perversion of our creatureliness, God has uttered a final ‘No’ at the cross. Christian 

holiness is a matter of ‘evangelical sanctification’—of the holiness that the gospel 

declares and to which the creaturely counterpart is faith. Christian holiness is life in the 

space created by the presence of God’s holiness through the reconciling Son and the 

consecrating Spirit. This is why ‘we can…speak truly of sanctification only when we have 

understood the exceptionally great significance of the bond of sola fide and 

sanctification’. Or, in Calvin’s terms: sanctification is an aspect of the divine ‘generosity’, 

the grasping and possessing of which can only be ‘in faith’. 

However, evangelical sanctification is not only the holiness that the gospel declares but 

also the holiness that the gospel commands, to which the creaturely counterpart is 

action. Holiness is indicative, but it is also imperative; indeed, it is imperative because it 

is the indicative holiness of the triune God whose work of sanctification is directed 

towards the renewal of the creature’s active life of fellowship with him. Indicative 

holiness is no mere inert state in which we find ourselves placed and which requires 
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nothing of us beyond passive acquiescence. Indicative holiness is the revelation of the 

inescapable conclusion under which our lives have been set—namely, that as those 

elected, justified and sanctified by the mercy of God, we are equally those who are 

determined for the active life of holiness. (Webster) 
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