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The Pursuit of Holiness by Jerry Bridges is a brief book about just that—pursuing 

holiness—from a Reformed, biblical perspective. In short, this book is a concise, easy-to-read 

manual on holy living for the Christian. The author makes known that the title of the book is 

based on Hebrews 12:14: “Follow [pursue]…holiness, without which no man shall see the 

Lord.” He explains, “The word pursue suggests two thoughts: first, that diligence and effort are 

required; and second, that it is a lifelong task. These two thoughts form a dual theme throughout 

this book.” (p. 15, ch. 1, “Holiness Is for You”). Further explanation of what “pursuing” entails 

can be found in chapter 8, titled “Obedience—Not Victory”: 

 

We need to brace ourselves up, and to realize that we are responsible for 

our thoughts, attitudes, and actions. We need to reckon on the fact that we 

died to sin’s reign, that it no longer has any dominion over us, that God 

has united us with the risen Christ in all His power, and has given us the 

Holy Spirit to work in us. Only as we accept our responsibility and 

appropriate God’s provision will we make any progress in our pursuit of 

holiness. 

 

By stressing the believers’ responsibility to separate from sin, Bridges is not advocating 

the “touch not, taste not, handle not” practices of the holier-than-thou legalist. He warns of the 

errors that surround this legalism, such as Pharisaic “endless lists of trivial do’s and don’ts” and 

Quaker-like concerns for “specific styles of dress and mannerisms” (p. 19). Rather, the author 

makes a very good point about Christian responsibility. The main part of that responsibility is the 

subject of chapter 9, “Putting Sin to Death”: 

The action we are to take is to put to death the misdeeds of the body 

(Romans 8:13). Paul uses the same expression in another book: ‘Put to 

death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature’ (Colossians 

3:5). What does the expression put to death mean? The King James 

Version uses the term mortify. According to the dictionary, mortify means 

‘to destroy the strength, vitality, or functioning of; to subdue or deaden.’ 

To put to death the misdeeds of the body, then, is to destroy the strength 

and vitality of sin as it tries to reign in our bodies. 

 

How lacking this is among so many “religious” people today who practice just enough 

outward morality to keep out of trouble! Daily crucifying one’s old man of sin also goes against 

the “let go and let God” philosophy that even conservative, doctrinally sound Christians can fall 

into if they focus far more of their spiritual energy on thinking about their personal salvation 

rather than on obeying Christ in all areas of life. This is dangerous because the war against the 

old man—our depraved natures—involves a great spiritual battle (Rom. 7:15-25). Many practical 
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tips on how to fight this battle with the Word of God through personal discipline can be found in 

chapters 10, “The Place of Personal Holiness” and 14, “Habits of Holiness.” In chapter 3, several 

reasons are given as to why holiness is a requirement for the Christian, not an option. 

Bridges does not promote holy living on the basis of works-righteousness. In a facts-

over-emotions approach to what constitutes good works, he puts at ease the mind of the careful, 

Reformed reader by referring to Isaiah 64:6, stating that our own righteous deeds are but filthy 

rags in God’s sight. Says Bridges, “Our best works are stained and polluted with imperfection 

and sin. As one of the saints of several centuries ago put it, ‘Even our tears of repentance need to 

be washed in the blood of the lamb.’” (p. 36). Regarding the source of these good works, the 

author explains, “We are dependent on the enabling power of the Holy Spirit to attain any degree 

of holiness” (p. 79-80). And, “It must be clear to us that mortification, though it is something we 

do, cannot be carried out in our own strength… Mortification must be done by the strength and 

under the direction of the Holy Spirit” (p. 87). The author, it seems, confesses with Isaiah and all 

truly Reformed believers: “Lord, thou wilt ordain peace for us: for thou hast wrought all our 

works in us” (26:12). 

The Pursuit of Holiness is theological, replete with Scripture references on nearly every 

page. Yet, it is not confined to the realm of truth-in-the-abstract; the author makes an earnest 

effort to show the reader how to apply Scripture to one’s daily life. For example, Bridges 

describes a simple system based on three verses in 1 Corinthians for determining whether a 

particular activity is good or evil. It asks such practical questions as “Is it helpful—physically, 

spiritually, and mentally?”; “Does it bring me under its power?”; “Does it hurt others?”; “Does it 

glorify God?”. The author aptly remarks, “These questions can get rather searching. But they 

must be asked if we are to pursue holiness as a total way of life” (p. 91). 

In his thought-provoking book, Bridges brings up pertinent questions that can weigh on 

the Christian conscience: 

 

If holiness, then, is so basic to the Christian life, why do we not 

experience it more in daily living? Why do so many Christians feel 

constantly defeated in their struggle with sin? Why does the Church of 

Jesus Christ so often seem to be more conformed to the world around it 

than to God? (p. 20). 

 

To these questions, Bridges offers three brief, but insightful answers by problem areas 

that often plague believers. 

First, “our attitude toward sin is more self-centered than God-centered. We are more 

concerned about our own ‘victory’ over sin than we are about the fact that our sins grieve the 

heart of God” (p. 20). 

Second, “we have misunderstood ‘living by faith’ (Gal. 2:20) to mean that no (conscious, 

RV) effort at holiness is required on our part” (p. 21). The author explains, “We must face the 

fact that we have a personal responsibility for our walk of holiness” (p. 22). 

Third, “we do not take some sin seriously. We have mentally categorized sins into that 

which is unacceptable and that which may be tolerated a little bit.” (p. 22). And, “Are we willing 

to call sin “sin” not because it is big or little, but because God’s law forbids it? We cannot 

categorize sin if we are to live a life of holiness” (p. 23). 
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The problem areas identified by Bridges are attention-grabbing. They are areas in which 

the Reformed Christian can slip. The author’s explanations and brief solutions to them are 

biblical and practical. The reader is strongly encouraged. 

Notwithstanding its many strengths, the book is weak in its explanation of the antithesis 

for the child of God. Mention is made of the fact that we are but “pilgrims and strangers” on this 

earth and that it is our duty to remain “unspotted from the world.” However, no Scripture 

references are made to Psalm 1, Psalm 119:63, 2 Corinthians 4:14-18, Ephesians 5:3-7 and the 

many other passages in Holy Writ that refer to the duty of believers to keep from friendships 

with those who stubbornly persist in living impenitently in their sins. 

What outstanding feature does this book about the holiness of God and the Christian have 

over so many other books similar to it? The author does not paint a beautiful—perhaps breath-

taking—picture of God’s holiness, only to dump a bucket of paint on the same by also portraying 

Him as a helpless being whose will to save is often frustrated by grace-denying sinners. Bridges 

is no Arminian. He freely acknowledges: “Holiness, then, is not necessary as a condition of 

salvation—that would be salvation by works—but as a part of salvation that is received by faith 

in Christ. The angel said to Joseph, ‘You are to give Him the name Jesus (which means ‘Jehovah 

is salvation’), because He will save His people from their sins’ (Matthew 1:21) ” (p. 39). Jesus 

saved us from our sins! “So then it is not of him that willeth, nor of him that runneth, but of God 

that showeth mercy” (Rom. 9:16).  

The Pursuit of Holiness will be a helpful aid for any Christian who recognizes his or her 

profound need to brace up against the lusts of the flesh that militate against the spirit (Gal. 5:17). 

I highly recommend it to all who read this. 
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