 MUST BELIEVERS BE SANCTIFIED?!


Can a believer, who is indwelt by God’s own Spirit, possibly live in the same submissive relationship to sin that he had before salvation?  Can a person receive a new life and continue in his old way of living?  Put in theological terms, can justification truly exist apart from sanctification?  Does the divine transaction of redemption have no continuing and sustaining power in those who are redeemed?  Put still another way, can a person who persists in living as a child of Satan have been truly born again as a child of God?  Many say yes. Paul, in Romans 6 says “No.”

In light of the pervasive antinomianism (a position opposed to the idea of law - those who embrace the “new morality”) of our own day, there is no more important truth for believers to understand than the inseparable connection between justification and sanctification as salvation components, between new life in Christ and the living of that life in the holiness Christ demands and provides.


“Therefore, we have been buried with Him through baptism into death, in order that as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4).  All Christians are not only identified with Christ, but are identified with Him specifically in His death and resurrection.

As Christ’s resurrection life was the certain consequence of His death as the sacrifice for our sin, so the believer’s holy life in Christ is the certain consequence of His death to sin in Christ.

The theologian, Charles Hodge, summarized, “There can be no participation in Christ’s life without a participation in His death, and we cannot enjoy the benefits of His death unless we are partakers of the power of His life.  We must be reconciled to God in order to be holy and we cannot be reconciled without thereby becoming holy.”

“Newness” translates “kairos”, which refers to newness of quality and character, not “neos”, which refers merely to newness in point of time. Scripture is filled with descriptions of the believer’s new spiritual life.  We are said to receive a new heart and a new spirit (Ezekiel 36:26).  We are called a new creature (2 Corinthians 5:17), a new creation (Galatians 6:15), and a new self (Ephesians 4:24).  “For the death that He died, He died to sin, once for all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God” (Romans 6:10).  Paul means two things in declaring that Christ died to sin.  First, He died to the penalty of sin by taking upon Himself the sins of the whole world.  He met sin’s legal demand for all mankind who would trust in Him.  Second, Christ died to the power of sin, forever breaking its power over those who belong to God through their faith in His Son.

New birth in Christ brings death to the sinful self, but it does not bring death to the temporal flesh and its corrupted inclinations until the future glorification.  Obviously, a Christian’s body is potentially good and is intended to do only good things, else Paul would not have commanded believers to present their bodies to God as “a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God” (Romans 12:1).  It can respond to the new holy disposition, but does not always do so.

After Lazarus had been dead for four days, Jesus called him forth from the grave.  When he came out he was still wrapped from head to foot in his grave clothes, and Jesus instructed those standing nearby to “unbind him, and let him go” (John 11:44).

That story is a vivid picture of a believer’s condition at the time of his conversion.  He becomes fully alive spiritually when he trusts in Christ as Lord and Savior, but he is still bound, as it were, in some of the grave clothes of his old sinful life.  The difference, of course, is that all of a believer’s sinful old clothes do not come off immediately, as did those of Lazarus.  Not only that, but believers are continually tempted to put the old clothes back on.

Scriptural exhortation is always built on spiritual knowledge.  For a Christian to live out the fullness of his new life in Christ, for him to truly live as the new creation that he is, he must know and believe that he is not what he used to be.  Paul reminded Colossian believers that they had “put on the new self who is being renewed to a true knowledge according to the image of the one who created him” (Colossians 3:10).  Faithful divine living without divine knowledge is impossible.
One reason Christians find it hard to believe they are free from sin’s tyranny while they are still on earth is that their continued battle with sin seems almost constantly to contradict that truth.  If they have a new holy disposition and sin’s control has truly been broken, they wonder, why are they still so strongly tempted and why do they so often succumb?

Paul answers “consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus” (Romans 6:11).  We know we are dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus because God’s Word declares it so. In other words, those are truths of faith and they must be affirmed in faith.
We can have confidence in the midst of temptation, knowing that with sin’s tyranny broken, we can successfully resist in God’s power.  “No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it” (1 Corinthians 10:13).

“Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body that you should obey its lusts” (Romans 6:12).  In this present life, sin will always be a powerful force for the Christian to reckon with.  But it is no longer master, no longer lord, and it can and must be resisted.  Sin is personified by Paul as a dethroned but still powerful monarch who is determined to reign in the believer’s life just as he did before salvation.  The apostle’s admonition to believers, therefore, is for them to not let sin reign, because it now has no right to reign.  It now has no power to control a believer unless the believer chooses to obey its lusts.

Because a believer is a new creature in Christ, his immortal soul is forever beyond sin’s reach.  The only remaining beachhead where sin can attack a Christian is in his mortal body.  It still has sinful lusts - because the brain and the thinking processes are part of the mortal body - and Satan uses those lusts to lure God’s people back into sin in whatever way he can.

It is because our mortal bodies are still subject to sin that Paul says, “Do not go on presenting the members of your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness” (Romans 6:13).  He does not warn about sin reigning in our souls or our spirits, but only about its reigning in our bodies, because that is the only place in a Christian where sin can operate.

It is obvious that sin can reign in our bodies, else Paul’s admonition would be pointless.  But it is also obvious that sin does not have to reign there, or the warning would be equally pointless.

By definition, a command presupposes a will in the one being commanded.  The commands in God’s Word are no exceptions. For a sin to have power over a child of God, that sin must first pass through his will.  It is for that reason that Paul exhorts believers:  “So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:12-13).  God’s will can be active in our lives only as our wills are submissive to His.
Before salvation, believers were like the rest of fallen mankind, having no other desire or ability but to follow their natural bent to impurity and to lawlessness (Romans 6:19).  Those two terms refer, respectively, to inward and outward sin.  The unregenerate person is both internally and externally sinful.

Unsaved persons, who are slaves of sin, are free in regard to righteousness (v. 20).  They have no responsibility to righteousness, because they are powerless to meet its standards and demands.  That is why it is foolish to preach reformation to sinners.  They cannot reform their living until God transforms their lives.
*
Although the natural, freedom-seeking rebellious mind recoils at the truth, no human being is his own master.  All men are either mastered by sin, which is to say they are under the lordship of Satan, or they are mastered by righteousness, which is to say they are under the lordship of Jesus Christ.

Believers are no longer under the lordship of sin, but are now under the lordship of righteousness.  Because the Christian has a new relationship to God, he also has a new relationship to sin.  For the first time, he is able not to live sinfully and able also for the first time to live righteously.

Although it is still possible for Christians to sin, they no longer are bound by sin.  They are free not to sin, and they should exercise that divinely-provided ability in obedience to their new Lord and Master.  In salvation, God not only frees us from sin’s ultimate penalty, but also frees us from its present tyranny.
When Paul refers to slaves of righteousness (v. 16), he is not teaching that a Christian ought to be a slave of righteousness, but that every Christian, by divine creation, is made a slave of righteousness and cannot be anything else.

When Paul says you became obedient from the heart (v.17), he is expressing how God works His salvation in a person’s innermost being.  Through the grace provided by His son, God changes men’s very natures when they trust in Him.  A person whose heart has not been changed, has not been saved!  And just as God’s grace operates only through a trusting heart, His righteousness operates only through an obedient heart.
Obedience neither produces nor maintains salvation, but it is an inevitable characteristic of those who are saved.  And the desire to know and obey God’s truth is one of the surest marks of genuine salvation.  Genuine faith is not only that in God’s Son, but in God’s truth.
Throughout his epistles, Paul emphasizes the crucial relationship of God’s truth to faithful Christian living.  The Christian who faithfully obeys God’s Word becomes conformed to the truth of that Word, a living model of the gospel.  The divine teaching to which a believer submits himself in Jesus Christ stamps him with the authentic image of his Savior and Lord.

The idea that a believer can glorify God by continuing in sin apparently was pervasive in the Roman churches and elsewhere, or Paul would not have given it such attention.  And so the phrase died to sin (v.2) expresses the fundamental premise of the entire sixth chapter of Romans.

As the natural, sinful, unregenerate man cannot restrain the manifestation of what he is, neither can the regenerate man.  Salvation not only is a transaction but a transformation.  Christ died not only for what we did but for what we are.

“No one who is born of God practices sin,” John declares, “because His seed abides in him; and he cannot sin, because he is born of God” (1 John 3:9).  It is not merely that true Christians should not continue to live in the realm and dimension of sin, but that they cannot.
A genuinely justified life both is and will continue to be a sanctified life.  Justification and sanctification are not separate stages in salvation; rather, they are different aspects of the unbroken continuum of God’s divine work of redemption in a believer’s life by which he not only declares a person righteous, but recreates him to become righteous.

There is no such thing as divine life without divine living.  The new man will continue to grow in holiness, no matter how slowly or falteringly, because, by its very nature, life grows. Dr. Donald Grey Barnhouse wrote, “Holiness starts where justification finishes, and if holiness does not start, we have the right to suspect that justification never started either.”
*Jesus Christ is not looking for people who want to add him to their sin as insurance against hell.  He is not looking for people who want to apply His high moral principles to their unregenerate lives.  He is not looking for those who want only to be outwardly reformed by having their old nature improved.  

* Jesus Christ calls to Himself those who are willing to be inwardly transformed by Him, who desire an entirely new nature that is crated in His holy likeness.  He calls to Himself those who are willing to die with Him in order to be raised with Him, who are willing to relinquish slavery to their sin for slavery to His righteousness.

No one stands still morally and spiritually. Just as the life of sin leads to further sin, so the life of righteousness leads to further righteousness, whose ultimate end is complete sanctification.

Sanctification is evidence of justification and a characteristic of all who are redeemed.  John Calvin wrote:  By faith we apprehend the righteousness of Christ, which alone reconciles us to God.  This faith, however, you cannot apprehend without at the same time apprehending sanctification; for Christ “is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption” (1 Corinthians 1:30).  Christ, therefore, justifies no man without also sanctifying him.

Holiness is as much a work of God in the believer as any other element of redemption. 

Because God is holy, those in whom He dwells will progress more and more toward holiness!
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