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OBTAINING AND RETAINING HOLINESS 

By Dr. John Wesley Slider 
Based on the writings of Rev. Benjamin Titus Roberts 

 

 

“Run in such a way as to get the prize.” – 1 

Corinthians 9.24 (NIV) 
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My senior track season in college I switched 

distances that I ran.  Through my first three years 

I was a “short” sprinter – 100m and 200m.  In my 

fourth season I moved “up” to the 400m – one 

lap of the track – and was a “long” sprinter.  I had 

to learn a new system of training, a new racing 

strategy, and even a new way of breathing. 

The basic strategy that most 400m runners use is: 

1. Gain 

2. Maintain 

3. Regain 

4. Sustain 

The 400m race is divided into four 100m sections: 

Curve, back straight, curve, home straight.  In the 

first curve, the runner gains speed; in the back 

straight, the runner maintains speed and form; in 

the final curve, the runner regains speed; and in 

the home straight, the runner sustains speed and 

form by working the arms – “pulling the rope” I 

call it. 
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We may think of the path of Holiness in a similar 

way.  Paul writes to the church at Corinth: “Run 

in such a way as to get the prize.” – 1 Corinthians 

9.24 (NIV) 

 

And in his letter to the church in Galatia we find: 

“I wanted to be sure I was not running and had 

not been running my race in vain.” – Galatians 

2.2 (NIV) 
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Paul writes to his friend Timothy: “I have fought 

the good fight, I have finished the race, I have 

kept the faith.” – 2 Timothy 4.7 (NIV) 

 

In the Letter to the Hebrews we read: “Let us run 

with perseverance the race marked out for us.” – 

Hebrews 12.1 (NIV) 
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We may have a strategy for Holiness – but it is 

simpler than the four phases of running the 

400m.  We may think of our strategy for Holiness 

as having two phases:  Obtain and Retain – 

getting it and keeping it. 

 

 

HOW HOLINESS IS OBTAINED 

Wanting to live a holy life is the first essential 

ingrediant to being sanctified and made holy by 

God. No matter how deep our faith may be, we 

will not follow through to obtain Holiness, unless 
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we are fully committed to be holy, and to lead a 

holy life. 

 

We know this in a negative way in dealing with 

addictions.  We may know in our minds, or feel in 

our emotions, or experience in our bodies that 

we need to remove an addiction from our lives, 

we will never succeed unless we fully commit 

with all our hearts, minds, bodies, and souls to 

eradicate the addiction. 

 

Our decision to be holy must be independent – 

on our own before God.  We cannot depend on 
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another person to lead us or convince us. All that 

this series of sermons on Holiness can do is to 

show you the door.  You must knock and enter on 

your own.  

Others may not choose to walk in Holiness. I may 

grieve over their choice, but I will not be 

controlled by it. If the majority is on the path with 

me, I will rejoice in it; but if the majority chooses 

not to be on the path, I will not go with them.  

 

The path of Holiness is travelled in single file.  It is 

the narrow way.  
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The decision to live a holy life must be self-

sacrificing. To be holy while it is popular, or 

profitable, is not Holiness. The very essence of 

Holiness is the extinction of selfishness. It 

requires just as much self-sacrifice to be a holy 

person today, as it did in the days when they 

exposed holy men and women to be torn in 

pieces by wild beasts, or chained them to the 

stake to be burned. The spirit of persecution is 

not dead. The old antagonism between sin and 

Holiness still remains.  

 

“Don’t you know that friendship with the world 

means enmity against God? Therefore, anyone 

who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes 

an enemy of God.” — James 4:4.  
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In the 14th chapter of the Gospel of Luke we read 

several illustrations that Jesus uses to show the 

necessity of counting the cost by all who would 

be His disciples.  

“Those of you who do not give up everything you 

have cannot be my disciples.” – Luke 14.33 (NIV) 

If, then, we seek obtain true Holiness, we must 

count it of more value, not only of more value 

than any one thing; but more of value than all 

things else.  

 

To obtain Holiness we must set ourselves apart.  

“Holiness” means “Separateness.” 
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“I am the Lord your God; consecrate yourselves 

and be holy, because I am holy.”—Leviticus 11.44 

(NIV) 

 

“Consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I 

am the Lord your God.”—Leviticus 20:7. 

These passages and others teach that we must 

separate ourselves from everything that is 

impure; and set ourselves apart for THE holy 

purpose; and then, God will make us holy. 
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But our part of the work must be done. All that is 

necessary for God to do, God does in advance.  

 

The doctrine of the Methodists as shaped by John 

Wesley comes from the thought of James 

Arminius, the Dutch theologian.  Arminius 

contributes to Christian belief the importance of 

the free choice of every person to accept or 

reject God’s invitation to enter into a personal, 

loving, and intimate relationship with Him. 

Arminius also gives us the idea of the Prevenient 

Grace of God.  Prevenient Grace is the spark of 
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God’s love that comes before our free choice.  It 

is the Spirit of God stirring within us to create a 

desire for God and a awareness of our need for 

God. 

 

“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and 

will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 

unrighteousness.” — 1 John 1:9 (NIV)  

To obtain Holiness we must want to be holy; we 

must be willing to go alone; we must sacrifice 

self; and we must need and desire God.  

The need of God creates in us an awareness of 

our sin.  We confess our sin; and God cleanses us.  
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To be made holy we must trust implicitly in God 

to work in and for us. We trust that God has 

promised Holiness to those who want it. We trust 

that what God promises, God can do.  

We obtain Holiness by the Grace and Promise of 

God.  We obtain Holiness by desiring to live a 

holy life and working toward such a life in Christ. 

 

HOW HOLINESS IS RETAINED 

Once we have it, how to we keep it? The Bible 

tells us. 
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“May the Lord make your love increase and 

overflow for each other and for everyone else, 

just as ours does for you. May He strengthen 

your hearts so that you will be blameless and 

holy in the presence of our God and Father when 

our Lord Jesus comes with all His holy ones.” — 1 

Thessalonians 3:12-13 (NIV) 

 

Some lakes are without outlets; but none are 

without inlets. Evaporation would soon dry up 

the largest lake, if its water did not flow into it. 

God does something in our retaining Holiness:  

He lets His love flow into us.  We do something in 

retaining Holiness: we allow God’s love to flow 

through us.  
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There are many passages of Scripture that teach 

that we are kept secure by the infinite love and 

power of God. But they all also imply our 

involvement. 

There are important conditions for a holy life. If 

we meet them, we keep the Grace that God has 

given us. If we fail to meet them then we lose 

Holiness.  

If you have obtained Holiness are you keeping it, 

clear, clean, and fresh?  

How are we now? Are we growing closer to God?  

Are we increasing in faith? Are we allowing God’s 

love to flow into us and through us? 
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Are we growing, increasing, allowing? If we stop, 

we stagnate and then fall backward. 

If we are not increasing and abounding in that 

love that makes us careful of the reputation of 

others, and considerate of their interests and 

happiness; if we are reckless in our statements, 

and ready with damaging insinuations against 

those who do not agree with us; or if we are light 

and trifling, gradually conforming to the world, 

then we have every reason to believe that we 

have lost the blessing of Holiness.  

 

HOW HOLINESS IS LOST 

 

So, Holiness can be lost. 

Holiness is voluntary. It is a voluntary spiritual 

relationship; and a relationship implies freedom 
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of choice.  So, just as Holiness may be obtained 

and retained, it also may be lost. 

 

Any voluntary state may be lost. One who has 

walked in the way of Holiness, may yield to 

temptation and turn aside.  

 

It is true that the longer we walk with God, the 

more securely we walks. The closer a planet 

moves to the sun, the stronger it is attracted 

towards the sun.  
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Paul was a holy man. Yet Paul was keenly aware 

that he might lose the Grace he had received and 

be lost. His watchfulness and activity had to be 

constant. He says, “I strike a blow to my body and 

make it my slave so that after I have preached to 

others, I myself will not be disqualified for the 

prize.” — 1 Corinthians 9:27 (NIV)  

Paul, of course, is not referring to a punishment 

of the body simply as a religious exercise.  He is 

talking about the training of the body that is done 

by an athlete preparing for an event. 

The one who has experienced the blessing of 

Holiness can lose it.  

So, in what relationship with God is the person 

who has lost the blessing of Holiness? Paul 

suggests in this passage that the result of the loss 
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of Holiness is “disqualification for the prize.”  The 

“prize” of a holy life is living fully, abundantly, 

eternally, forever in an intimate, personal, and 

loving relationship with God – being right with 

God.  To loose Holiness is to be disqualified from 

such a life. 

 

When a person who has tasted Holiness sins he 

or she is disqualified from that loving relationship 

with God. 

 

Let’s put a post-it here.  I am going to wander a 

bit, then return.  So you can relax for a moment. 
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I have probably given you more Arminian 

theology in one sermon than you can stand – so I 

might as well go all out with it. 

I have already told you of two of Arminius’ 

contributions to Christian thought: Prevenient 

Grace (God active in our lives, calling us to belief 

before we believe) and Free Choice (We are free 

to choose whether we enter into a right and 

saving relationship with God).  Now for a third: 

Backsliding. Arminius would not have used that 

word, of course; he would have said “Apostacy.” 

When you get down to the basics, Protestant 

Christians fall into two groups – Calvinists and 

Arminians. 
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John Calvin said this: Everyone is totally depraved 

– a complete and total sinner. God chooses to 

save some – not based on the person’s goodness 

(he has none); but because God wants to save.  

Jesus died only for those whom God wants to 

save.  You have no choice because God is 

sovereign. If God chooses you to be saved, you 

cannot resist; and no matter what happens, you 

will persevere (you are locked in). 

 

James Arminius said, “Hold on there, Calvin.  I 

agree that everyone is totally depraved – a 

complete, through-and-through sinner; but God 



Page 22 of 27 
 

invites everyone to be saved – not based on 

anyone’s goodness, but based on God’s unlimited 

love. Jesus died for everyone.  God works in us to 

encourage us to believe, but we can choose to 

resist God’s love.  God’s love for you will not 

stop, though.  You are secure in God’s love. 

There is the possibilty, says Arminius, to back-

slide, and then return to God. 

Doctrinally, I am a Wesleyan-Arminian Methodist.  

I attended a Southern Baptist (and therefore, 

Calvinist) seminary.  My nickname at seminary 

was “Back-Slider.”  

 

I embraced the nickname and simply said, “I am a 

Methodist. Doctrinally, we can back-slide, but we 

don’t encourage it.” 
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Arminianism on the surface appears to give us a 

free pass.  “I can sin, and then return, and God 

will accept me.” Nice try.  

 

Paul writes: “Do not be deceived: God cannot be 

mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” – Galatians 

6.7 (NIV) 
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Let me say it this way:  Every moment of your life 

is filled with God’s invitation to you – His offer to 

love you, forgive you, and give you a holy life. 

You are secure in God’s love and promise. 

Every moment of your life is filled with freedom 

and choice – to love God, or reject God.  God 

perseveres in loving you. 

 

It is possible, then, to loose our Holiness.  Should 

we dispair? Yes!  Should we do something about 

it?  Yes! 

We have resources available to regain Holiness.  

We have God’s love and promise that is 

unending, unconditional, unlimited, and 

unshaken. 
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Then, too, we have each other.  James writes: 

“My brothers and sisters, if one of you should 

wander from the truth and someone should bring 

that person back, remember this: Whoever turns 

a sinner from the error of their way will save 

them from death and cover over a multitude of 

sins.” — James 5:19-20 (NIV) 

I depend on God, and I depend on you love for 

me. 

 

Obtain Holiness by the Grace of God.  Retain 

Holiness by the Grace of God.  Then, if you lose 

Holiness, depend on the Grace of God. 
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“Return to me, and I will return to you,” says the 

Lord Almighty. But you ask, “How are we to 

return?” — Malachi 3:7 (NIV) 

We know the way – Jesus Christ.   

 

Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don’t know where 

You are going, so how can we know the way?” 

Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and 

the life. No one comes to the Father except 

through me. If you really know me, you will know 
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my Father as well. From now on, you do know 

Him and have seen Him.” – John 14.5-7 (NIV) 

Obtain Holiness. Retain Holiness.  As needed, 

regain Holiness. 

 

“May God Himself, the God of peace, sanctify you 

through and through. May your whole spirit, soul 

and body be kept blameless at the coming of our 

Lord Jesus Christ.” — 1 Thessalonians 5:23 (NIV) 


