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Building a community that is holy 

Introduction 

 

One of scripture’s main claims about God is that he is holy – blameless, without fault, perfect, 
unable to abide or entertain sin. It’s an extraordinary thought that God has never had to reproach 
himself for any thought, word or deed. Can you imagine …?! 
 
And on several occasions – not least from the lips of Jesus – scripture calls us to be holy as God is 
holy. 

 

 

 

Sadly, Christian holiness has become something of a caricature: many of us will have been 
accused of being Holier than thou … 
 
John McGinley uses the geometric analogy of concave and convex shapes 
 

• Concave curves inwards away from you and feels reductionist. 
• Convex curves outwards towards you and has a sense of fullness 
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He points out that 
 
Too much of our history in the Church has produced a concave holiness that has focused on sin 
avoidance and withdrawal from the world … It was legalistic and Pharisaical … And the attitude 
that often accompanied this was a judgment and condemnation of the world around us. John 
McGinley 
 
Sadly, Christians have been known more for what we’re against, suggesting that to follow Jesus 
involves a miserable dieting from everything that most human beings consider fun. 
 
It’s not that we shouldn’t repent of our sins. But we do this in order to be devoted to God alone and 
filled with the fulness of God. So being holy is not focused on a concave whittling away of things 
from our lives, but … on being Christlike and offering a convex holiness that expands with the 
fulness of God towards the world. When Jesus comes to live in our hearts the holy one has come 
to dwell in us. This is the only reason we can hope to grow in holiness, because of the presence of 
the Holy Spirit. Without his presence, seeking holiness becomes a miserable dieting that avoids 
any possible contaminating experience. But with him it becomes the joyful journey of him setting us 
free from the things that spoil Christ’s image in us. And we can confidently move towards the world 
around us, sharing our lives and carrying God’s love and presence. John McGinley 
 
It’s really important to state that judgmentalism is a human and not a Christian characteristic. 
 
The Greek word hagios (like its Hebrew equivalent qadash) means set apart, distinct. Jesus calls 
his followers to be salt and light (Matthew 5:13-14) and to be either hot or cold (Revelation 3:15). In 
other words, we’re to stand out – people should notice the difference when they are in the 
presence of a Christian. The last thing our world needs is insipid, tasteless, tepid followers of Jesus 
who are no different from anyone else. 
 
If you were put on trial for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to secure a 
conviction? Billy Graham 
 
How can we be holy, set apart, useful to Jesus and the world around us …? Well, as we saw in 
Week 6, repentance plays a key role, as we seek to be filled with THE HOLY ONE himself.  
 
During the Welsh revival, Evan Roberts issued four requirements 
 

1. Confession of all known sin 
2. Repentance and restitution 
3. Obedience and surrender to the HS 
4. Public confession of Christ 

 
As is clear, this can only be done in community. 
 
John McGinley goes on to talk about Dirty Holiness. Under the Old Testament, a holy thing lost its 
holiness if contaminated by contact with anything that was ceremonially unclean, leading to an 
instinctive avoidance of anything that might threaten a person’s status as clean. Although not 
spelled out, it’s likely this is the reason the priest and then the Levite avoided the victim in the 
parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). If they were going to Jerusalem to serve in the 
Temple, contact with what might have been a dead body would have disqualified them.  
 
Here we see the consequences of a concave holiness – it elevates rules at the expenses of the 
needs of our fellow human beings. 
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Notes 
 
God calls his people to be holy, and to live holy lives.  
 
The Greek word hagios means holy or sacred – set apart by or for God. In other words, we’re 
called to be different, or distinct from, the world. 
 
We’re given a snapshot of what this meant for one particular group of Christian believers can be 
found in this anonymous letter, written in the 2nd century AD to someone named Diognetus: 
 
For the Christians are distinguished from other men neither by country, nor language, nor the 
customs which they observe. For they neither inhabit cities of their own, nor employ a peculiar form 
of speech, nor lead a life which is marked out by any singularity. The course of conduct which they 
follow has not been devised by any speculation or deliberation of inquisitive men; nor do they, like 
some, proclaim themselves the advocates of any merely human doctrines.  
 
But, inhabiting Greek as well as barbarian cities, according as the lot of each of them has 
determined, and following the customs of the natives in respect to clothing, food, and the rest of 
their ordinary conduct, they display to us their wonderful and confessedly striking method of life. 
They dwell in their own countries, but simply as sojourners. As citizens, they share in all things with 
others, and yet endure all things as if foreigners. Every foreign land is to them as their native 
country, and every land of their birth as a land of strangers.  
 
They marry, as do all [others]; they beget children; but they do not destroy their offspring. They 
have a common table, but not a common bed. They are in the flesh, but they do not live after the 
flesh. They pass their days on earth, but they are citizens of heaven. They obey the prescribed 
laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their lives. They love all men, and are persecuted 
by all. They are unknown and condemned; they are put to death, and restored to life. They are 
poor, yet make many rich; they are in lack of all things, and yet abound in all; they are 
dishonoured, and yet in their very dishonour are glorified. They are evil spoken of, and yet are 
justified; they are reviled, and bless; they are insulted, and repay the insult with honour; they do 
good, yet are punished as evil-doers. When punished, they rejoice as if quickened into life; they 



INVITING EVERYONE TO FOLLOW JESUS     www.ccweb.org.uk/build    

 

 
 

are assailed by the Jews as foreigners, and are persecuted by the Greeks; yet those who hate 
them are unable to assign any reason for their hatred. 
 
This account paints a vivid picture of Christians living out the biblical calling to be, at one and the 
same time, completely engaged in the world and yet distinct from it. This is holiness in action, 
observed by others. 
 
Paul begins many of his letters by greeting ‘God’s holy people’ – and almost every letter contains a 
call to holiness. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Having described the Ephesian christians as God’s holy people, he writes: 
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With God’s light inside us, we will stand out in a culture of darkness. This requires very careful 
understanding. Not everything – and certainly not everyone – around us is dark. There is much 
goodness and light too. But we cannot ignore the reality of this world’s darkness – in its 
boardrooms as much as on its battlefields; in its oppression of women; in its economic & social 
injustice and inequality; in its disregard for the poor and the different; in its pursuit of self rather 
than God. In a world whose values and lifestyles are often very different from the way of Jesus, it is 
vital that we point people to him, by living differently.  
 
Sadly, the church has often been known for what John McGinley calls a concave holiness which 
withdraws inwardly, becoming judgmental and condemnatory to those “outside the club.” Not 
surprisingly, such an attitude is deeply unattractive and off-putting to the world.  
 
A convex holiness, by contrast, moves outward, expanding with God’s fullness and love towards 
the world. Holiness is not something miserable, but something filled with the joy of the Spirit as we 
share our lives with others and carry God’s love, light and presence wherever we go. 
 
Jesus is our supreme example, being holy, set apart – most wonderfully in the world, and yet not of 
the world. His holiness was clearly not judgmental or condemnatory, because people found him so 
magnetic and attractive – especially the sinners, tax collectors, prostitutes and the poor who 
flocked to him and found acceptance and the call to new life. In fact, the only ones repelled by 
Jesus seem to have been the religious leaders.  
 
In John 17, Jesus left his followers with a call to be in the world but not part of it. 
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Notes 
 
What a stark and distressing contrast between the end of chapter 4 and the events in 
chapter 5.  
 
Acts 4 shows how the early church lived. Holiness required them (as it does us) to live 
differently – not cutting ourselves off like a reclusive sect but remaining engaged with the 
world. Paul expresses it beautifully when he writes 
 

 
  
Holiness is made possible when we allow the Holy Spirit to renew our minds, to the point 
where, as he writes to the Corinthian churches, we have the mind of Christ. 1 Corinthians 
2:16 
 
The human mind and heart is instinctively selfish, putting self above others. Jesus, by 
contrast, did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many. Matthew 20:28 
 
Holiness is no less than a call to be like Jesus, obeying God’s word as he did, living each 
moment in dependence on the Holy Spirit.  
 
Ananias and Sapphira cheated not just the rest of the church but God himself by their 
deliberate, deceitful actions. We cannot hide anything from God. God is holy and cannot 
be mocked; the consequences of disobeying Him are severe. We may not experience that 
in so dramatic and manifest a way as this couple in the early church who lost their lives. 
But repeated and determined disobedience will surely sap our spiritual life – and corrode 
our relationship with God. 
  
God’s word applies not just to our individual lives but to the corporate life of the whole 
church family. What reputation does our church have? Do we see ourselves as better than 
others … or as a group of beggars who can now tell other beggars where to find food …? 
 
In past revivals there have been times of public confession, repentance, righting wrongs, 
surrendering to the Holy Spirit. There was accountability to others. God is calling the 
church today to wake up, to take sin seriously, and to lead holy lives devoted to God. 
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Week 11          17th to 23rd March  

 Building a community that is holy  

 
 

Notes 
 
Last week, we read about the disastrous consequences of the disobedience of Ananias and 
Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). News quickly spread, and in today’s reading we discover a rather 
perplexing paradox: 
 

13 No one else dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people. 
14 Nevertheless, more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to 
their number. 

 
It seems that, before the incident with Ananias and Sapphira, people came along to see what went 
on when Christians gathered. As news of what happened to Ananias and Sapphira spread, casual 
observers who’d previously attended out of curiosity melted away.  
 
And yet, the Christian community maintained its positive reputation. And second, nothing could 
prevent people coming to faith – and so the church continued to grow. 
 
It seems counterintuitive, but holiness – even with such consequences – is magnetic. Why? 
Because holiness is in fact Christlikeness. The bible speaks of three phases of salvation: 
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• Justification – being put right (made righteous) through the blood of Jesus 
• Sanctification – being made more like Jesus day by day by the Holy Spirit 
• Glorification – being welcomed into the new creation when Jesus returns 
 
The first is a defining moment in time; the third lasts for ever; the second will take our whole lives. 
Paul writes: 
 

 
 
Through his Holy Spirit, we carry the presence of Jesus wherever we go, and become more like 
him as we welcome him further and deeper into our lives. And if we become like him, we will go to 
the places and people he sought out. Are we willing to mix with “the wrong sort,” to spend time with 
the broken, to bring his light, love and hope into dark places?  As John McGinley reminded us in 
The Church of Tomorrow, we are called to be a creative minority: holy, yes, but also in contact with 
people day to day.  
 
In the Old Testament, if you touched something or someone unclean or unholy, you ‘caught’ and 
were tainted by what contaminated them. Contagiousness only moved one way. 
 
But Jesus reversed the polarity. When he touched unclean or unholy things, they were cleansed 
and made holy. When he touched lepers, he didn’t catch leprosy but healed them. We see the 
same effect in the early church – in todays’ reading, just being in Peter’s shadow brought healing 
(vv 15,16). It’s now holiness that is contagious. 
 
Churches need to be inclusive, messy places, including and welcoming everyone, loving everyone, 
while holding onto God’s word and obeying Him. In the past, some churches insisted that people 
behave (properly!) and believe certain things before being allowed to belong.  
 
Jesus reversed that polarity as well, extending belonging to everyone, without prior expectations 
of believing or behaving. Our work is to invite everyone in, not determine who should be in (and 
who shouldn’t). Once people find and follow Jesus wholeheartedly, the Holy Spirit will help conform 
their beliefs and behaviour to the pattern of scripture. After all, that’s what becoming like Jesus 
means. We are all in that process, and have the privilege and joy of inviting others to join us on the 
journey.  
 
That’s why we long for our church family to be marked by our values, because we believe that 
when people encounter Jesus, discover christian family and experience generosity, 
transformation will follow. But please note – it can take a long time!  
 
Jesus is radically inclusive as he welcomes us into relationship with him, but he loves us too much 
to leave us undisturbed in our sin and unchanged. He calls us to be holy. Holiness is 
Christlikeness. (The Church of Tomorrow, p.126) 
 
How can we be like Jesus to our broken, confused, hurting world?  
 
Having described the Ephesian christians as God’s holy people, Paul writes some words that are 
as challenging today as they were when fresh from his pen: 
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This comprehensive list covers our sexuality, relationships, thinking, speaking, and our desires.  
 
As Tim Keller writes: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



INVITING EVERYONE TO FOLLOW JESUS     www.ccweb.org.uk/build    

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



INVITING EVERYONE TO FOLLOW JESUS     www.ccweb.org.uk/build    

 

 
 

BUILDING THE CHURCH OF TOMORROW       Spring 2024   

Week 12          24th to 30th March  

 Building a community that is holy 

 

 

Notes 
 
The heading for the passage from Peter in my bible is Living godly lives in a pagan 
society. In the previous chapter Peter wrote 
 
15 But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; 16 for it is written: ‘Be holy, 
because I am holy.  
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We are called to be holy, as God is holy. We are to be both holy people individually, and a 
holy community. As we have seen, the personal and corporate aspects of being holy are 
equally important. We’ve also seen that holiness is to be lived out in practice in whatever 
society we live in. The ancient church father Irenaeus wrote that the Church is planted like 
the paradise of the Garden of Eden in the world. (Church of Tomorrow p. 126)  
 
Is our church or small community like a piece of paradise to walk into? The church is not a 
human do-good organisation, but God’s chosen and appointed vehicle to bring the 
transformation, healing, restoration, and justice of heaven to the people and culture around 
us. The church’s holy purpose is to bring a piece of God’s kingdom to earth – for us, that’s 
right here in Bristol. We exist for the heavenly transformation of the people and culture of 
Bristol. 
 
The Nicene Creed is a summary of what Christians believe. We believe in one Church 
across the world, united in Jesus Christ. It is a holy church set apart for Jesus, called to be 
distinctive for him. The word catholic (small c) means universal or worldwide: it describes 
the entire church, which is the people of God throughout history, rather than one particular 
denomination.  
 
Apostolic means that we follow the teachings of the apostles and God’s call to go into the 
world. As the church brings God’s kingdom to earth, old denominations and divisions will 
be broken down. 
 
We are called to a a holy church, in the world but not of the world. Remembering the 
painting in our church of the lifeboats, we are meant to be out in the rough waters in our 
lifeboats – not sheltering (or hiding) in the lifeboat station. People do see how we behave, 
towards one another and them. Peter reminds us that this world is not our home, that we 
are foreigners and aliens here. As the writer to the Hebrews puts it: 
 

 
 
 
In The Radical Disciple, John Stott wrote 
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This is a very high standard. Peter exhorts us to lead good lives, so good that others see 
the good deeds and know it is God living in us, and so glorify him. What would others 
notice about our small community or our church if they looked in? Does our holiness 
overflow to practical actions in the world? 
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