
  Studies in Theology 

 Sanctification 

Preface 

a)  Following through from the doctrine of "soteriology" ( i.e., salvation) 
we inevitably come to the doctrine of "sanctification". This is where we 
move from the matter of how a person becomes a Christian to how a 
person lives as a Christian. 

b)  Now it is fundamentally important that we do not allow ourselves to 
become confused between justification and sanctification. The former 
has to do with our acceptance by God, it is that which rectifies us, 
makes us right, enables us to stand in His presence and thus clothes 
us with imputed righteousness. Sanctification, on the other hand has 
nothing to do with our essential salvation. It has to do with the life we 
live as Christians in terms of our daily obedience. The history of the 
Roman Catholic Church has shown that it has confused the two and 
teaches that obedience within the Christian life affects the final eternal 
results, whether we spend time in purgatory or even enter heaven at 
all. You will notice that many of the cults fall into the same trap, such as 
the Jehovah's Witness system which places much emphasis on life's 
commitment which in turn influences the final status. No, we must keep 
justification and sanctification separate. 

c) Justification provides the judicial basis for sanctification. Whereas 
justification did not work any change within us only about us, i.e. 
changing our legal status before God, sanctification does produce a 
work within us. Justification is "righteousness imputed to us", 
sanctification is "righteousness imparted to us". The one is a 
righteousness legally reckoned to our account, the other is a 
righteousness actively communicated within us changing us from 
within. Justification is a one off, completed event that happens in a 
moment, sanctification is a gradual and progressive work that is never 
completed  or accomplished in this life. There is no biblical teaching to 
support the idea of "perfection". We will never be perfect in this life. 
Christians only become perfect after death when we are ready to enter 
glory, "...the spirits of just men made perfect" (Hebrews 12:23).  
  

d)  But what is sanctification? Put simply it means "being like Jesus 
Christ"; imitating Christ, being conformed to his holy and perfect image. 
Essentially it is utter devotion to God, perfect obedience to what He has 
commanded. Holiness is not an experience, you do not "feel holy". 
Holiness is activity, it is doing and being. You cannot be sanctified at a 
meeting. There is no such thing as "sanctification by faith". The Bible 
does not teach that sanctification comes as a crisis experience. 
Holiness is walking by the Spirit, obeying His Word, living a life that is 
fully pleasing to God. Fundamentally, holiness is practical day by day 



obedience to the Law, the moral Law of God as expressed in the OT 
moral code and expounded in the Sermon on the Mount and in the 
many letters of the NT. 

e) A NT term for sanctification is "works". Whilst the bible is clear that 
we are not saved by works, it is also very clear that we are saved for 
good works ( Eph 2:10). Jesus tells us to that people are to "see our 
good works and give glory to our Father in heaven" ( Matt 5:16). James 
also speaks of "faith apart from works is dead". The point is that 
sanctification is a labour, a work, a task. We might not like this concept 
for it requires effort and exertion on our part and speaks of striving, 
toiling and struggling. Yet, the NT frequently makes use of this term for 
us to acknowledge that sanctification is not an experience but 
something that requires effort and pursuit. We shall see as we progress 
with this subject that sanctification is a life long task which will require 
much effort on our part as long as we live. We can never give up the 
struggle against sin. Yes, we are greatly assisted by the Holy Spirit, but 
essentially, sanctification is a "work". 

f)  Another approach to holiness is manifesting the "Fruit of the Spirit" ( 
Gal 5:22-23). Such qualities need to become more and more evident 
within our lives. This shows that Holiness is a progressive 
development. It is something that we work at, labour for, develop and 
grow into. 

g)  The Greek term   aJgiasmo$ means "to separate for holy use". You 
will be aware that in the OT the vessels for the Tabernacle were 
"sanctified" meaning that they were set aside from menial use for God's 
sacred use. No one could use the vessels for drinking, they could only 
be used in the Tabernacle (see Lev 11:44). Thus the 
Greek aJgiasmo$ means to be set aside for God, to turn away from 
sinful use to sacred use. Equally the Hebrew 
means vwdq(kodosh) means apartness, separate, sanctified, made 
holy. All the time the emphasis is on the element of being separate, set 
part for God. 

h)    There are two basic elements in holiness. First the negative 
element. Here we mean the putting away of sin, dealing with sin, 
separating from sin. All the NT terms about "putting to death....." this 
and that, or "casting off", or "plucking out". This must be the first 
actions of Christians. Secondly, contemporary with this comes the 
positive element of putting on holiness, developing the fruit of the Spirit, 
acquiring maturity in obedience. 

i)   Whilst the basic teaching is that sanctification is something that 
happens to us post-conversion and is something that we grow into 
gradually, there is also the concept that we are sanctified at the point of 
conversion. This has to do more with our initial cleansing, our initial 
separation from sin to Christ and His Kingdom. This is sometimes 
known as "propositional sanctification". Thus the NT will say, " Unto the 



church of God which is at Corinth, to them that are sanctified in Christ 
Jesus, called [to be] saints, with all that in every place call upon the 
name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and ours:" (I Cor. 1:2 ). I 
have placed the words "called to be" in brackets. The reason is that 
some have considered this to be a poor translation. The 
Greek klhtoi$ a(gioi$j (kletois hagiois) means literally "called saints". 
Constantly throughout the NT Christians are addressed as "saints" ( 
see Rom 1:7, Eph 1:1, Phil 1:1, Col 1:2). According to the Roman 
Catholic theology, "saints" are departed people who through the 
ecclesiastical process of canonisation are elevated to sainthood and 
thereby are worthy of special veneration. This view of sainthood, as 
belong to only a few, is far different from the biblical picture. See also 
1 Cor 6:11 where sanctification is placed before justification. 
Additionally, Christ is made for us "our wisdom, our righteousness and 
sanctification and redemption" 1 Cor 1:30.  
   
  

1.     The necessity of Holiness 

1:1 Is holiness necessary? Or is it optional? Does it matter whether the 
Christian aims at holiness or not, will it make any difference to his 
eternal life? The "Carnal Christian" theory will teach that holiness is 
only useful if you wish to attain additional rewards in glory, but for the 
average Christian who is content with a diminished standing in heaven 
he can be a "carnal Christian" (terminology from Schofield Reference 
Bible). Schofield taught that man was divided into three groups. First 
the "Adamic man", that is "natural man" as in sin, the non-Christian. 
Second the "renewed man" as Spirit filled, walking in holiness. Thirdly, 
"Carnal man", that is man who has been converted but is still working 
after the flesh in sin who remains as an  immature  babe in 
Christ. Therefore, as a "Carnal Christian" man is said to be able to get 
away with sin, poor obedience and a weak form of dedication. This 
theory is based on a wrong appreciation of 1 Cor 3 where Paul says 
that he could not speak to the Corinthians as "spiritual" but "carnal" (AV 
: NIV "worldly" Greek sarkiko$). This has led to a form of belief that 
holiness is only for the select few who either wish for higher 
attainments in glory or for deeper fellowship with God and the Spirit on 
earth. It is sometimes taught that if you wish for greater spiritual gifts 
and blessings then aim at holiness. The corollary being that if you are 
really not bothered about additional gifts just stay as you are and enjoy 
a rather mediocre form of holiness. 

1:2 The question is this - does the Bible allow for this form of teaching 
on holiness? I ask again, Is holiness important? A simple answer to 
that is that holiness is of absolute importance. It is necessary, and no 
Christian can do without holiness. There is no biblical teaching to 
support the Carnal Christian Theory. Holiness is necessary. 



1:3 By saying that holiness is necessary I am not seeking to confuse 
justification with sanctification. I still maintain that justification alone 
through faith makes us right with God. Yet, sanctification is presented 
in scripture as a necessity, not in terms of making us right with God but 
rather as being the essential factor that proves that we are Christians. It 
is James who says "Faith without works is dead". The only test, proof 
of a living, genuine saving faith is seen in the fruits it produces. The 
"Fruit of the Spirit" is the only real evidence that the Spirit has 
completed a regenerating work. The following paragraphs prove the 
necessity of holiness.  
   
   
   
  

JUSTIFICATION SANCTIFICATION 

  Legal standing before God   An internal condition 

  Once for all time / Not repeatable   Continuous throughout life 

  Entirely God's Work   God and man work together 

  Perfected in this Life   Never perfected in this life 

  Same for all Christians   Degrees of sanctification 

Table showing the difference between Justification and Sanctification 

1:4 Holiness is necessary because God says it is. It is within this 
subject that our acceptance of the authority of scripture receives its 
greatest test. Hebrews 12:14 states, "Strive for peace with all men and 
holiness, without which no one shall see the Lord". Here is the 
necessity for holiness. Our hope of ever seeing the Lord is based on 
this concept of attaining holiness. This is not to suggest that holiness 
itself is the way of salvation. Salvation itself is dependent on grace 
through faith resulting in the judicial pronouncement of God that we are 
justified. Sanctification cannot do this for us otherwise we have 
resorted back to salvation by works. 

1:5 The necessity of holiness finds it root within the holiness of God 
who said "Be holy because I am holy" ( 1 Peter 1:15). Holiness is a 
necessity because the God to whom we belong is holy. His holiness 
necessitates our holiness. God "dwells in unapproachable light" ( 
1 Tim 6:16). It is impossible for Him to have dealings with darkness, the 
darkness of sin. Hence the necessity of holiness. It is not sufficient that 
we should stand before God justified, we must stand before God made 
holy. 

1:6 Holiness is necessary because it is the goal of our election. 
Election is inseparably linked with holiness, "He chose us in Him before 
the foundation of the world that we should be holy and blameless 
before Him" ( Eph 1:4). Paul's emphasis here is that the purpose and 



plan for our holiness originated well before the very foundation of the 
world itself. Holiness is an age old purpose of God. God does not 
design Holiness as an after thought, a kind of final appendage to our 
salvation. The issue of personal holiness was imbedded into the very 
purposes of God right from the very beginning, it was an act of God 
that found its roots in our very election, even before He commenced to 
create the world. 

1:7 Therefore, it is impossible to teach or preach on election without 
this biblical emphasis on holiness. The two are inseparable. Notice how 
Paul repeats this union between election and holiness in Romans 
8:29 "He also predestined us to be conformed to the image of His Son". 
It is possible, therefore, to view our eternal salvation in terms of 
holiness being the most important goal in terms of personal experience. 
Predestination and election do not find their fulfilment in our happiness, 
or peace or joy. The ultimate destination is not our prosperity or 
contentment but our holiness. If we have been saved through Christ we 
find ourselves destined to be conformed to the image of Christ. This 
teaching is also to be found in Ephesians 2:10 "For we are His 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them". Notice the words, 
"which He prepared beforehand that we should walk in them" . The 
Greek oi($ prohtoimasen (proetoimazw proetoimazo) means to prepare 
beforehand, to appoint beforehand, to make ready beforehand, to 
decree, to prepare beforehand in mind and purpose. The Greek is 
made up of pro (pro) meaning 'before' and e!toimazw (hetoimazo) 
meaning 'make, prepare'. The meaning is that of Eph 1:4, these "good 
works" for us to obey was a destiny prepared and arranged for us by 
God long before. 

1:8 Perhaps the only true method of determining how genuine is our 
election is within the progress of holiness. Following a detailed analysis 
of practical holiness in which Peter says, "...make every effort to 
supplement your faith with virtue, virtue with knowledge and knowledge 
with self-control, and self control with steadfastness, and steadfastness 
with godliness...." ( 2 Peter 1:5ff) we find him adding these words, 
"Therefore, brethren, be the more zealous to confirm your call and 
election...." (1:10). 

1:9 Holiness is necessary because it is the purpose of the atonement. It 
is important to see the atonement as accomplishing an aim far superior 
to that of initial cleansing from sin and justification. God has set His 
sights on sanctification as the ultimate aim of the cross where we are 
concerned. Paul states, "Our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for 
our sins, to deliver us from the present evil age" ( Gal 1:4). The 
purpose of the cross does not stop at the initial pardoning of sin, our 
initial entrance into the Kingdom of God. The Greek word "deliver" 
is e)cairw (exaipo) meaning "take out, pluck out, tear out, rescue". 
Christ died so that we could eventually be plucked out of this evil age, 
rescued from this evil age. This is not something that is merely left to 



the Second Coming but is applied in the here and now. Sanctification is 
all about being separate, removed from this world in terms of the 
different forms of conduct and behaviour that we adopt. Thus, we are in 
the process of being gradually taken out of this evil age. 

1:10  Christ died that we might be holy, as in the words of Titus 2:14, 
"Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us to redeem us from all iniquity 
and to purify for Himself and people zealous of good works". The cross 
had the express purpose of redeeming His people from sin, from the 
guilt of sin and then from the pollution of sin in order to "purify for 
Himself a people zealous of good works". The term "zealous" 
(Greek zhlwthn zeloten from zhlow zeloo) means"to have a strong 
affection towards, to be ardently desirous, devoted towards 
something". Jesus died to make us devoted to holiness. 

1:11  Holiness is necessary because it is the ultimate aim of our 
salvation. Soteriology paves the way to sanctification. The two 
doctrines are united, for the one leads into the other. Rather than 
supporting the view that "we are saved to serve" the bible prefers, 
"saved to be sanctified". In many of his letters, Paul addresses his 
reads as "saints", a(gioi$. Indeed, in Romans 1:7 he has the phrase, 
"called to be saints" (klhtoi$ a(gioi$ ) . It is his view that as Christians 
we have a special calling. Each one of is "called" of God through the 
Spirit in order that we should be "saints". This is the preferred purpose 
of our calling. It goes beyond merely that of salvation and reaches into 
the ultimate purposes of God. The term "saint" ( a(gio$ ) means 'holy 
one', the term comes from the same root as "holy" (a(gio$ ). When 
Jesus spoke to His disciples and said, "I chose you and appointed you 
that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide...." ( 
John 15:16) He meant only one thing by His use of the term "fruit". He 
meant holiness. This is in keeping with the meaning of passage where 
"fruit" has this connotation in vs 2,4,5. Throughout the NT the term 
"fruit" always has the meaning of sanctification as in Galatians 5:22 
where it is defined as the "fruit of the Spirit". The point Jesus is making 
is that we are chosen and called by Him into the Kingdom with the 
express purpose of "bearing fruit", produce the fruit of righteousness. 
Notice the purpose clauses "appointed you that you should bear fruit" 
(e)qhka u(ma$j i(na u(mei$ u(paghte kai karpon ferhte ). 

1:12  Holiness is necessary because it is the final test of our salvation. 
How do we know that our faith is genuine saving faith? How do we 
really know that we are born again? The answer lies in the fruits of 
sanctification. James teaches us that "faith apart from works is 
dead" ( 2:26). It is not the purpose of James to contradict the Pauline 
teaching on justification by faith alone. James' point is that genuine 
saving faith eventually leads to good works, it produces good works. As 
a live tree produces good fruit, so a lively born again Christian must 
produce good works. Equally, this teaching is to be found in 1 John 
2:3, "And by this we may be sure that we know Him, if we keep His 
commandments". Keeping His commandments, seeking to be obedient 



to His Word is the hall mark of the believer. This is the only real test. 
Sanctification is the proof of our salvation.  
   
  

2.      The Nature of Sanctification 

2:1 Holiness comprises two elements. There is a negative element and 
a positive element. The first stage is that of dealing with sin, negatively 
everything that is opposed to God has to be dealt with. Everything that 
is unholy must be treated. Secondly, we must adopt and obtain the 
positive characteristics of holiness. 

2:2 The Negative element. Biblically it is a matter of dealing with sin, 
putting sin to death, and seeking to destroy everything that God hates. 
Paul uses an interesting expression in Col 3:5, "Put to death". He then 
details the areas of the sinful nature that must be dealt with. This is the 
initial stage of sanctification. "Putting to death" what is negative, -
 "fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire....." ( Col 3:5ff). The term in 
the Greek (nekrwsate, nekrosate, fromnekrow nekroo) means, `to slay, 
to weaken and render ineffective`. The concept here is that of fighting 
against sin as if it were an enemy to be defeated. The Christian is 
involved in a constant battle with sin, and sin must be fully defeated. 
Consider 1 Peter 2:11 "I beseech you as aliens and exiles to abstain 
from the passions of the flesh that wage war against the soul". For 
example, when such a sin as jealousy, anger or lusts manifest 
themselves and the Christian feels in the grip of the power of 
temptation, he must say, "In the power of the Holy Spirit I put you to 
death". Sin should not be allowed to lurk in some hidden corner. It must 
be dragged out screaming and then slain in the power of the Spirit. In 
Hebrews 12:1 the Greek word that is used is a)potiqhmi (apotithemi) 
meaning "to lay aside, rid oneself, put away" (cf Eph 4:25). The 
emphasis here is that of ripping off in haste anything which weighs us 
down as we run a race. 

2:3 Jesus used even more drastic language when He said, "And if your 
foot causes you to sin, cut it off..... If your eye causes you to sin pluck it 
out...." ( Mark 9:45f). The context is that of sin which results in being 
cast into hell. If anything within our lives, however important to us, 
that is causing us to sin, it is better to forfeit that thing in the interests of 
sanctification as there is a hell to shun and a heaven to win. 

2:4 It is such language as this that demonstrates for us that 
sanctification is far from being an experience, rather it is a labour, a 
work. Sanctification in this area requires effort, thought will power and 
determination. Sin must be eradicated. It will, of course, always be with 
us, but we must never cease to wage war against it. Sanctification does 
not allow us to "live and let live" where sin is concerned. 



2:5 The positive element. Paul uses further action words in his 
description of the positive elements of sanctification, "Put on 
then...compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness and patience, 
forbearing one another...." ( Col3:12f). Here the Greek 
word e)nduw (enduo) means to endue oneself, put on, clothe oneself. 
The picture here is of a person dressing. We have a choice about the 
type of clothes we will put on. In this case, our spiritual clothing comes 
from the divine wardrobe of holiness. The same imagery is used by 
Peter ( 1 Pet 3:1-5) when urging Christian women not to be over 
materialistic about the dress and to pay more attention to the "hidden 
person of the heart". Peter continues this theme in his second letter by 
informing us that we must "add to our faith" certain holiness virtues ( 
2 Peter 1:5ff). 

2:6 As a combination of both the negative and the positive Paul says 
"Put off your old nature which....is corrupt through deceitful lusts" and 
"put on the new nature, created after the likeness of God in true 
righteousness and holiness" ( Eph 4:22-24). In reality the two run 
parallel. We do not complete the negative before we tackled the 
positive. The Christian puts off as he or she puts on the new. Similarly 
Paul uses the concepts of "presenting" our bodies to God 
(Romans 6:19), "Now present your members as slaves to 
righteousness, resulting in sanctification". The Christian was once a 
slave of sin now he /she is a slave to righteousness (ibid. 6:18). 

2:7 The Christian's life of spiritual obedience can be divided into three 
main areas. First the Christian seeks to obey God's Word. If the 
believer is to grow in holiness, he/she must obey the Word. Christians 
must be doers of the Word and not hearers only ( James 1:22, 
Matt 7:24) . Secondly, Christians must be "looking to Jesus" as 
Hebrews shows ( 12:1-2). In order to accomplish this it is necessary to 
"lay aside every weight and sin...". Primarily this means actively 
following Jesus. Thirdly, the Christian seeks to walk by the Spirit, "If we 
live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit" ( Gal 5:25). The Greek 
word stoixwmen (stoixomen) means to walk in the steps of one, to 
follow. In classical Greek, it means, to proceed in a row, to go in order. 
We are challenged to imitate the leading of the same Spirit by whom 
we were originally regenerated.  
   
  

3.    The gradual development of Sanctification 

3:1 Due to the continued existence of sin in our lives it is impossible for 
us to become fully sanctified in this life. The Bible does not teach 
perfectionism. Sanctification will be completed after death, "the spirits 
of just men made perfect" Hebrews 12:23. Thus we wait for the coming 
of Christ who will "change our lowly body to be like His glorious body" ( 
Phil 3:21). Sin is something that will always be our enemy and must be 
fought daily. 



3:2 The Christian life is a process of "ups and downs" as one 
experiences temporary defeat and then victory over sin. We might add 
here the emphasis of the struggle that exists between the flesh and the 
Spirit. In Galatians 5:17Paul says, "the desires of the flesh are against 
the Spirit and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh; for these 
are opposed to each other...". Then we might also add Romans 7:19 "I 
do not do the good I want, but the evil that I do not want is what I do". I 
am aware that there are some different interpretations of Romans 7, 
some presenting Paul in this chapter as a Christian, others as a non-
Christian whilst another group saying it represents a man under the 
conviction of sin ( See Martyn Lloyd Jones on Romans 77). 
Nevertheless, the bible pictures this constant struggle with sin, 
something that with which we must constantly fight and not to yield. 
Thus in Romans 6:12-13 the exhortation is " Let not sin therefore reign 
in your mortal body.... Do not yield your members to sin as 
instruments... But yield yourselves to God". Then we notice Paul's own 
personal struggle with sin, 1 Cor 9:26 "I pummel my body and subdue 
it, lest after preaching to others, I myself should be disqualified". 

3:3 Gradually the Christian matures and grows in holiness, advancing 
gradually in a continuous upward slope. At one point he is a "babe in 
Christ" and then he/she matures and grows into spiritual adulthood. 
Notice the constant NT references to growth and maturity, "So put 
away malice and guilt and insincerity and envy and all slander, like new 
born babes, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up 
to salvation" ( 1 Peter 2:1-2); "I am writing to you little children...I am 
writing to you fathers.... I am writing to you young men" ( 1 John 2:12); 
"be no longer children tossed to and fro.... We are to grow up in every 
way into Him" ( Eph 4:14-15); "I could not address you as spiritual men, 
but as men of the flesh, babes in Christ..." ( 1 Cor 3:1); "You need milk 
not solid food.... For he is a child. But solid food is for the mature..." ( 
Heb 5:13-14). Holiness, therefore, is a growth. It is not static, it is not 
always predictable, but it is important that there is growth, 
advancement, and development. This is Christian maturity. As in the 
words of 2 Cor 3:18, " We are all being changed into His likeness from 
one degree of glory to another". 

3:4 There are some who suggest that the Bible teaches perfectionism. 
For example, John Wesley wrote that "From the time of our being born 
again he gradual work of sanctification takes place...we go on from 
grace to grace..we take up our cross and deny ourselves every 
pleasure that does not lead us to God. It is thus that we wait for entire 
sanctification". He added, "It will come , and will not tarry...Expect it by 
faith, expect it as you are, and expect it now". Those who teach 
"perfectionism" refer to such scriptures as "you must be perfect as your 
heavenly Father is perfect" ( Matt 5:48); " make holiness perfect in the 
fear of God" ( 2 Cor 7:1). Those who teach perfectionism reason that 
as God's Word tells us to be "perfect" it therefore means that we can 
attain perfection. When Paul uses this term, as in Ephesians 4:13-14 
he has the concept of "mature" not "perfect". The Greek 



word teleio$ (teleios) is translated badly in the KJV as "perfect". The 
comparison is not between being perfect and imperfect. Rather it is a 
matter of being children and fully grown, or adults. The emphasis her is 
"mature". Wesley in his doctrine of perfectionism made much of the 
KJV.  Paul's prayer in 1 Thess 5:23 is also used, "May the God of 
peace sanctify you wholly....". Then, finally 1 John 3:6 is used, "No one 
who abides in Him sins". 

3:5 In the first place when God gives a command in scripture it does 
not automatically mean that we have the power to obey it. This was the 
fundamental mistake of Pelagius ( AD 383 - 410) who said "If I ought I 
can". The making of such commands with high standards are in order 
to provide a goal to which we are expected to work and labour. 
Additionally, such high commands demonstrate our utter weakness and 
show us our need of Christ and of the need of the Spirit's power. When 
Jesus said we had to be "perfect" as God is "perfect" He did not 
envisage that one day this is what we could, on earth, actually attain. 
Instead, He was simply setting a high standard to encourage us to work 
towards a higher rather than a lower standard. Man's natural inclination 
will always be to establish standards that are within his easy reach. We 
are in danger of forming a process of ethics that do not require much 
effort that are attainable in our own strength. However, God does not 
desire this of us, He sets incredibly high standards so that none of us 
can ever be content with a simple and low level of sanctification. Paul's 
use of the term also means that we must set our sights high rather than 
low and make perfection our aim although we know ultimately that we 
cannot attain it. This does not of itself imply that we can reach it. 

3:6 John's phrase in 1 John 3:6 "no one who abides in Him sins", is not 
suggesting sinless perfection. It will be notices that the Greek verb "sin" 
is written with the present tense ( a(martanei hamartanei) indicating 
clearly that John has in mind a continuous action as the Greek present 
tense implies. John is saying that the person who abides in Christ by 
faith does not make a practice of sin, it is not his/her habit to sin 
repeatedly and purposely. The NIV has "no one who continues to 
sin...". 

3:7 Indeed, John had already stated that "If we say we have no sin, we 
deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us" ( I John 1:8)10. John is 
saying that it is impossible for us at anytime in our lives to say that we 
are free from sin. If we do, we deceive ourselves and what is worse 
"we make Him a liar" ( vs 10). I would argue that as the Christian 
matures he/she becomes more aware not so much of external sins but 
the sins of the heart, attitudes, motives, thoughts etc. See John Murray 
in his "Redemption Accomplished and Applied". 

3:8. Such an emphasis upon the incompleteness of sanctification must 
not be taken as an encouragement to adopt a poor view of 
sanctification. We have noticed above (section 1) that sanctification is 
an absolute necessity and that without sanctification we cannot hope to 



enter the Kingdom of God.  
   
  

           4.       The co-operation in Sanctification 
4:1 Whereas in regeneration man is passive and God is 
active, in the role of sanctification there is a definite work 
of co-operation between God and man. John Murray says 
that in a sense man can never be said to co-operate with 
God as His work is primary and ours secondary, yet the 
Bible indicates that we do work with God, along side of 
God. Man is not passive in sanctification, he is thoroughly 
active. "The sanctified is not passive or quiescent in this 
process" (Murray). Perhaps the most basic passage which 
teaches the element of co-operation is found in Phil 2:12-
13, ".... Work out your own salvation (not initial salvation 
but on-going effects of salvation, i.e. Christian life, 



sanctification) with fear and trembling, for God is at work in 
your, both to will and to work for His good pleasure". By 
the use of the term "co-operation" we do not suggest that 
both roles are the same, but simply that we co-operate 
with God in ways that are appropriate to our status as 
God's creatures. Let us consider each separate role. 

4:2 God's role in sanctification. The statement from Phil 
2:13-14 " for God is at work in your, both to will and to 
work for His good pleasure" shows us that part of the 
divine work in us is to cause us to "will" and to "work" for 
His good pleasure. He gives us the desire to want to be 
sanctified whilst at the same time providing the ability to 
be sanctified. In sanctification God is actually working 
within us, in our hearts, "God is at work in you". God is 
seen as the chief operative in sanctification, thus Paul can 
say, "May the God of peace Himself sanctify you" ( 
1 Thess 5:23). Again, in Hebrews 13:20f, "Now may the 
God of peace...equip you with everything good that you 
may do His will, working in your that which is pleasing in 
His sight....". 

4:3 The Divine element in sanctification can be seen in 
Christ as the example of holiness. Thus we read, "Looking 
to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our 
faith" ( Heb 12:2). And again, "Christ suffered for you, 
leaving you an example, that you should follow in his 
steps" ( 1 Peter 2:21). Christians look to Jesus and seek to 
live as He lived, "He who abides in Him ought to walk in 
the same way in which He walked" ( 1 John 2:6). 

4:4 Essentially, the part which God plays in sanctification 
is the giving of the power for sanctification. Peter tells us, 
"His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain 
to life and godliness" (1 Peter 1:3), and then adds,"...he 
has granted His precious and very great promises, that 
through these you may escape from the corruption that is 
in the world....". In particular, is the activity of the Holy 
Spirit that indicates the divine element. Thus everything is 
done through the agency of the Holy Spirit, "if by the Spirit 
you put to death the deeds of the body...." ( Rom 8:13); 
"For all who are led by the Spirit are the sons of 
God" (vs 14),  "Walk by the Spirit....if you are led by the 
Spirit...the fruit of the Spirit" ( Gal 5:16-22). To the words, 
"being transformed into the same image from glory to 



glory", Paul adds that this happens, "from the Lord who is 
the Spirit" ( 2 Cor 3:18) 

4:5 Man's role in sanctification. Clearly, our role is an 
active one and not a passive one. Yet, we must not think 
of this as a "half and half" process where God completes 
50% and man completes 50%. It is rather God all the way 
through man all the way.. We are called to action, work 
and diligence. Romans 6 provides the principles of active 
sanctification whereas other passages give more details 
regarding specific areas requiring attention (e.g., Romans 
12, Ephesians 4, Galatians 5-6, Colossians 3 etc.). In 
Romans 6 Paul uses a number of terms which indicate 
vigorous involvement on our part, "Let not sin therefore 
reign in your mortal body" (vs 12); "Do not yield your 
members to sin as instruments of wickedness...." ( vs 13); 
here is the preventative elements. Then there is the 
positive action, "yield yourselves to God...and your 
members as instruments of righteousness" (13); "....so 
now yield your members to righteousness for 
sanctification" (19). This teaching is then summed up in 
the opening verses of chapter 12 of Romans, "I appeal 
to your therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to 
present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God....." ( 12:1-2). You will notice in Romans 
8:13 that there is a clear combination of both the divine 
and human role in sanctification, "If by the Spirit you put to 
death the deeds of the body". We are commanded to the 
action, but we do this through the power of the indwelling 
Spirit. 

4:6 I referred, in the preface, to the teaching which seeks 
to emphasis a passive role in sanctification which views 
holiness more in terms of an experience, or crisis than a 
gradual operation. It is such teaching that emphasises the 
use of the phrase, "Let go and let God". Whilst there may 
be room for such teaching in the general sovereignty of 
God, the Bible does not teach such a concept in 
sanctification and it is a distortion of its teaching. This view 
is appealing as it answers the problem of the daily struggle 
and offers relief to those who are becoming weary in the 
fight. But, I suggest that it is a dangerous and false 
emphasis that will only conclude in a false hope. 
Constantly the bible uses verbs in its teaching on 
sanctification which, as we know are "doing words". Thus 
we have such phrases as, "run the race...."; "fight the good 



fight"; "yield you members...."; "cast off...."; "pluck out...."; 
"put to death..."; "put on....."; "let not....."; "present your 
bodies...."; "be not conformed...."; "put away....": "work 
out...."; "strive for holiness...."; "abstain from immorality"; 
"shun immorality...."; "purify himself..."; "cleans 
ourselves..."; "make every effort....". We do not just pray 
about our sanctification, we work at it. We work at our 
sanctification knowing and experiencing the work of God 
within us. 

4:7 The NT does not offer any short cuts to sanctification. 
There is no swift, instant, immediate change because of 
an instant experience. As the term "grow" suggests, it is 
gradual, almost imperceptible, but nevertheless real and 
genuine. You can measure your growth, you can test your 
growth, you can contribute to your growth. But, it will be 
steady, time consuming and slow. 

4:8 Some writers wish to draw attention to secondary 
means which we can use to promote sanctification. In the 
first place, many of the NT books show that the practical 
out working of sanctification is the implementing of the 
doctrine of salvation. You will notice how Ephesians, 
Colossians and Romans neatly divides the doctrine from 
the practice. The doctrine comes first following by the 
practice. The point is this, we need the doctrine as a 
promoter, stimulant and means of encouragement. 
Indeed, this is why Paul begins these sections with the 
word "therefore". He is saying in effect, based on what I 
have said, live like this. In Romans 12:1 he actually begins 
by saying, "Therefore, by the mercies of God...". What are 
these "mercies of God" ( Greek oi)ktirmwn oiktirmon) ? 
They are "compassions that relieve sorrow". Where has 
Paul expounded on the "compassions of God"? In 
chapters 1-11.An understanding of his teaching is 
essential for the purpose of sanctification. It provides the 
foundation, the very bedrock for our endeavour. Our 
sanctification is seen as our response to God's saving 
grace. If we could fully understand the depth of God's love 
and compassion our motivation for sanctification would 
increase significantly. 

4:9 Other suggested encouragements for sanctification 
are the use of fellowship with Christians (stirring one 
another to love and good works), prayer, meditation, 
worship, preaching, bible study, self discipline and self 



control.  
   
  

5.     Total Sanctification 

5:1 I mean by this that sanctification affects the entire 
person, both external and internal. We have seen from 
Romans that sanctification affects the body, it is our 
"members" which present to God for sanctification. In 
Ephesians and Colossians great stress is laid upon the 
use of the tongue, speech, honesty, forgiveness etc. 
James also teaches much about the use of the tongue. 
However, there is another emphasis. We are told to 
"cleanse ourselvesfrom every defilement of body and 
spirit...." ( 2 Cor 7:1). 

5:2 The NT focuses much upon the mind, "Be transformed 
by the renewal of your minds" ( Rom 12:2); "be renewed in 
the Spirit of your minds" ( Eph 4:23); " Set your minds on 
things that are above..." ( Col 3:1). There is the 
sanctification of our intellects, "take very thought captive to 
obey Christ..." ( 2Cor 10:5). Jesus taught that adultery was 
committed even in the mind, "whoever looks at a woman 
lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his 
heart" ( Matt 5:28). 

5:3 Sanctification reaches into the motives, attitudes and 
emotions of our lives. Jesus' teaching in the Sermon on 
the Mount emphasised "poor in spirit"; mourning; meek; 
hungering and thirsting for righteousness, merciful and 
"pure in heart" (Matt 5:3-8). Paul's teaching in Galatians 
focuses upon "love, joy, peace, patience" (5:22). Peter 
tells us, "abstain from the passions of the flesh which 
wage war against the soul" ( 1 Pet 2:11). John warns us 
not to "love the world neither the things that are in the 
world" ( 1 John2:15). Emotional sins must be put away, 
such as "bitterness, wrath and anger" ( Eph 4:31). 

5:4 Similarly, sanctification will strongly affect our "wills", 
for "God is at work within us to will.....for His good 
pleasure" ( Phil 2:13). Sanctification aims to conform our 
wills to His Will. God said of David, "I have found in David 
the son of Jesse a man after my own heart, who will do all 
my will"  (Acts 13:23). 

5:5 However, Sanctification must affect the body. Paul 
says, "May the God of peace Himself sanctify you wholly, 
and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and 



blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ" ( 
1Thess 5:23). Against the immoral background of the city 
of Corinth is it not surprising to find Paul emphasising the 
need for the purity of the body, "Let us cleanse 
ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit...." ( 
2 Cor7:1). And again, "The unmarried woman or girl is 
anxious about the affairs of the Lord, how to be holy in 
body and spirit" (1 Cor 7:34). We must not let sin "reign in 
our mortal bodies" ( Rom 6:4). It is for this reason that 
Paul urges upon us to preserve the body from immorality, 
"the body is not meant for immorality, but for the Lord and 
the Lord for the body" (1 Cor 6:13). He then reminds 
us, "..Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit within 
you..... So glorify God in your body" ( 1 Cor 9:19-20).  
   
   
  

Conclusion 

a) Within our pursuit to know of the will of God it is 
apparent from the scriptures that the main burden of 
discovery is not the will of God for our daily lives, but 
rather the will of God in our sanctification, "For this is the 
will of God, your sanctification" ( 1 Thess 4:3). Similarly, 
we read in Hebrews 13:20-21 "Now may the God of 
peace.....equip you with everything good that you may do 
His will, working in you that which is pleasing.....". Within 
the context of practical holiness Paul says to the 
Ephesians, "Therefore, do not be foolish, but understand 
what the will of the Lord is..." ( 5:17). 

b) It is essential for us to recognise the importance of 
sanctification. In the words of J.I.Packer, we need to 
regain a "Passion for Holiness". He raises the point that 
the matter of sanctification receives so much emphasis in 
the scriptures and yet modern day Christians are not so 
ready to endorse such an emphasis. He states, "It is 
extraordinary how little the New Testament says about 
God's interest in our success, by comparison with the 
enormous amount that it says about God's interest in our 
holiness, our maturity in Christ and our growth in the 
fullness of His image". Packer draws attention to an 
illustration once given to him "The Christian life is like a 
three legged stool. All three legs must be in place for the 
stool to stand. He names each leg as DEP. D stands for 



doctrine; E for experience, and P for practice". Any 
Christian who becomes deficient in any of these will find it 
difficult to stand! 

 Richard Lee 
 


