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The Larger Catechism 
Question 75 

 
75. Q. What is sanctification? 

A. Sanctification is a work of God’s grace, whereby they whom God hath, before the 
foundation of the world, chosen to be holy, are in time, through the powerful operation of 
his Spirit[314] applying the death and resurrection of Christ unto them,[315] renewed in 
their whole man after the image of God;[316] having the seeds of repentance unto life, 
and all other saving graces, put into their hearts,[317] and those graces so stirred up, 
increased, and strengthened,[318] as that they more and more die unto sin, and rise unto 
newness of life.[319] 
 

Scriptural Defense and Commentary 
[314] Ephesians 1:4. According as he hath chosen us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and 
without blame before him in love. 1 Corinthians 6:11. And such were some of you: but ye are washed, but ye are sanctified, but 
ye are justified in the name of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God. 2 Thessalonians 2:13. But we are bound to give 
thanks alway to God for you, brethren beloved of the Lord, because God hath from the beginning chosen you to salvation through 
sanctification of the Spirit and belief of the truth. [315] Romans 6:4-6. Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death: 
that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life. For if 
we have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection: Knowing this, that 
our old man is crucified with him, that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin. [316] 
Ephesians 4:23-24. And be renewed in the spirit of your mind; And that ye put on the new man, which after God is created in 
righteousness and true holiness. [317] Acts 11:18. When they heard these things, they held their peace, and glorified God, saying, 
Then hath God also to the Gentiles granted repentance unto life. 1 John 3:9. Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for 
his seed remaineth in him: and he cannot sin, because he is born of God. [318] Jude 20. But ye, beloved, building up yourselves 
on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Ghost. Hebrews 6:11-12. And we desire that every one of you do show the same 
diligence to the full assurance of hope unto the end: That ye be not slothful, but followers of them who through faith and patience 
inherit the promises. Ephesians 3:16-19. That he would grant you, according to the riches of his glory, to be strengthened with 
might by his Spirit in the inner man; That Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith; that ye, being rooted and grounded in love, 
May be able to comprehend with all saints what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height; And to know the love of Christ, 
which passeth knowledge, that ye might be filled with all the fulness of God. Colossians 1:10-11. That ye might walk worthy of 
the Lord unto all pleasing, being fruitful in every good work, and increasing in the knowledge of God; Strengthened with all 
might, according to his glorious power, unto all patience and longsuffering with joyfulness. [319] Romans 6:4, 6, 14. Therefore 
we are buried with him by baptism into death: that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so 
we also should walk in newness of life.... Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, that the body of sin might be 
destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin..... For sin shall not have dominion over you: for ye are not under the law, but 
under grace. Galatians 5:24. And they that are Christ's have crucified the flesh with the affections and lusts. 
 

Introduction 
Sanctification has fallen on hard times. Cheap grace has made the mere profession of faith the 
only thing that matters. It does not matter if the person exhibits fruit or not. His profession is 
sufficient. Yet sanctification is the great emphasis in the Bible. Paul says, “It is God’s will that 
you should be sanctified” (1Thess. 4:3, NIV11). Christ died for His people “that she might be 
holy and without blemish” (Eph. 5:27). We were chosen “that we should be holy and blameless 
before him” (Eph. 1:4). God who called us is Holy, so we should be holy in our conduct (1Peter 
1:15). So sanctification or growth in holiness is not a small matter. 
 
The Larger Catechism addresses this doctrine in #75-79. Different facets of this doctrine with its 
related questions are carefully developed. Sanctification is not a side issue; it is one of the many 
benefits that flow from our union with Christ. It is neither optional nor unnecessary. In fact, 
many of our doubts and woes come from our struggle with sanctification.  
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The Catechism explains sanctification only after its teaching on justification and adoption. Those 
two must come first (if we are speaking of order). Those crucial doctrines serve as the foundation 
for our study of sanctification; they are distinct but not inseparable.   
 
Reformed divines differ from the Lutherans on this doctrine. Whereas we would be on the same 
page with them in the matter of justification by faith alone, we differ from them as to the 
definition and the role of sanctification. The Lutheran theologian, Gerhard O. Forde, defined 
sanctification as “simply the art of getting used to justification.”1 In fact, he believes talking 
about sanctification can be dangerous because it can easily lead to the “salvationing” we are to 
do.2 That is, it can easily turn into saving our selves by our own holiness. 
 
Forde’s warning against its danger merits some attention. Indeed, sanctification does not justify 
us. It does not earn us salvation. Forde says, “Talk about sanctification can be dangerous in that 
it misleads and seduces the old being into thinking it is still in control. We may grudgingly admit 
we cannot justify ourselves, but then we attempt t make up for that by getting serious about 
sanctification.” For that reason, he argues sanctification cannot be separated from justification.3 
That explains why he defines justification as “the art of getting used to justification.”  
 
But this does great injustice to Scripture and greatly misunderstands the imperatives in Scripture 
as being Law or legalistic.4 When Paul said that God’s will for us is our sanctification in 1Thess. 
4:3, he also concretely explains it as “that you abstain from sexual immorality.” He does not say, 
“This is the will of God, your sanctification, that is, that you get used to justification.” 
Sanctification is concrete (in the least); it is not exclusively a mental exercise (or however we 
might describe the “art of getting used to justification”).  
 
Forde’s Lutheran understanding can be found in some within Presbyterianism. Tullian 
Tchividjian (pronounced cha-vi-jin) says that “sanctification is the daily hard work of going back 
to the reality of our justification.”5 “Sanctification is the hard work of giving up our efforts at 
self-justification.”6 These are not the best ways of stating the doctrine of sanctification. His is a 
reductionistic understanding of obedience = having to obey = rule keeping = legalism = self-
justification. Interestingly, he cites Gerhard Forde’s essay we’ve cited above to support his 
understanding of sanctification.7 This is not to say that some of what Tchividjian is concerned 
about isn’t helpful; they are very helpful. Yet we should be guarded about defining sanctification 
in those terms. 
 

                                                
1 Gerhard O. Forde, “The Lutheran View,” in Christian Spirituality: Five Views of Sanctification, ed. Donald L. 
Alexander, (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 1989), 13, 27. 
2 Forde, “The Lutheran View,” 15. 
3 Forde, “The Lutheran View,” 16. 
4 Without developing this too much, it seems that Forde understands “new being” (new creature in Christ) in 
forensic terms, as looking at life as a justified person (and the old being looks at life as under the law). This seems to 
go hand in hand with his definition of sanctification. New life in Christ is not forensic —it is not forensic in the 
sense that nothing personal is changed in us.   
5 Tullian Tchividjian, Jesus + Nothing = Everything (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2011), 95 
6 Tchividjian, Jesus + Nothing = Everything, 172. 
7 Tchividjian, Jesus + Nothing = Everything, 174. 
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Puritans, like William Ames, defined theology as “the doctrine or teaching of living to God.”8 
Even theology is viewed more practically for them. Sanctification is a real change in the person; 
Sanctification, Ames says, is a real change “wherein justification is manifested and its 
consequences, so to speak, brought into being.”9 Sanctification comes out of justification; it 
doesn’t sit on justification. 
 

Sanctification is a Work of God’s Grace 
“Sanctification is a work of God’s grace, whereby they whom God hath, before the 
foundation of the world, chosen to be holy, are in time, through the powerful operation of 
his Spirit…” The first key difference is between the words “work” and “act.” Justification is an 
“act of God’s free grace” (#70) and Adoption is an “act of the free grace of God” (#74). 
Sanctification is a work of God’s grace. Sanctification is a process and not a one time act. 
“Justification and adoption are instantaneous acts, completed once for all in an instant of time, 
but sanctification is a lifelong process starting the moment the person is regenerated, and 
continuing until the moment of death when the soul enters the state of glory.”10 The believer 
cannot be more justified but he can sanctified more and more. 
  
Whose work is it? The divines assiduously avoided legalism in their understanding of 
sanctification. It is a work of God’s grace. This is something God graciously does in a believer. 
In particular, it is through the powerful operation of his Spirit. Paul speaks of the 
“sanctification of/by the Spirit” (2Th. 2:13   But we ought always to give thanks to God for you, 
brothers beloved by the Lord, because God chose you as the firstfruits to be saved, through 
sanctification by the Spirit [ἐν ἁγιασμῷ πνεύματος] and belief in the truth.).  
 

In 1 Thessalonians Paul exhorted the believers again and again to dedicate themselves to 
sanctification (1 Thess. 4.3, 4, 7),93 reminding them that sanctification was God’s will for 
them and that God called them to the same. But he also assured the Thessalonians that 
sanctification was a work of God (1 Thess. 5.23) that he effects through the agency of the 
Holy Spirit (1 Thess. 4.8). The process    of sanctification began at their conversion (1 
Pet. 1.2) and is being worked out throughout their lives so that the believers might be 
blameless before the Lord at his coming (1 Thess. 5.23; and see Rom. 15.16; 1 Cor. 6.11; 
1 Pet. 1.2). Far from its being auxiliary to their salvation, the apostle understands the 
sanctifying work as the action of the Spirit of God that brings about salvation.11 

 
Paul makes it clear that sanctification is not something appended to salvation but is wrought in 
our salvation. As God saves us, the Spirit sanctifies us. No genuine believer is a “carnal 
Christian” because he is immediately sanctified by the Spirit. In 1Thess. 2:13, Paul connects our 
election, salvation, and sanctification (“God chose… to be saved… through the sanctification by 
the Spirit”). Calvin puts it like this, “in order that we may know that we are elected by God, there 
is no occasion to inquire as to what he decreed before the creation of the world, but we find in 
ourselves a satisfactory proof if he has sanctified us by his Spirit…”  

                                                
8 William Ames, The Marrow of Theology, trans. John E. Eusden (Durham, NC: The Labyrinth Press, 1983), 77. 
9 Ames, The Marrow of Theology, 167. 
10 Johannes G. Vos, The Westminster Larger Catechism: A Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2002), 167. 
11 Gene L. Green, The Letters to the Thessalonians (PNTC; Accordance electronic ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2002), 326-327. 
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Only the elect are sanctified. Notice who it is the Spirit sanctifies: they whom God hath, before 
the foundation of the world, chosen to be holy, are in time… Eph. 1:4 says, “he hath chosen 
us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before 
him…” (also see 2Thess 2:13 cited above). God’s elect were chosen so that they would be holy. 
The phrase “are in time” teaches that elect, on this side of heaven, are sanctified. This spiritual 
renewal occurs not in theory but in history. The elect of God are going to be holy in this world. 
Calvin (commenting on 2Thess. 2:13) says, “And by this means is refuted the wickedness of 
those who make the election of God a pretext for every kind of iniquity, while Paul connects it 
with faith and regeneration12 in such a manner, that he would not have it judged of by us on any 
other grounds.” 
 
Before explaining the next thought in the LC, a few words should be said about the word 
“sanctification.” Vos notes two meanings (“sanctification of position or external privileges” as in 
1Cor. 7:14 and “personal sanctification” as in 1Cor. 6:11) of sanctification. Ames lists several 
ways in which sanctification can be used. “Sanctification by institution” is something God sets 
apart like the “sanctification of the seventh day”. “Sanctification by association with symbols” 
has to do with setting apart for holy use like the elements of the Lord’s Supper. “Sanctification 
by manifestation, as God is said to be sanctified by men, 1 Peter 3:15.”13 The divines had in mind 
what Vos calls “personal sanctification” and what Ames calls “a real change of qualities and 
disposition” of believers.  
 

United to Christ’s Death and Resurrection 
The Holy Spirit does not work independently of Christ. He applies what Christ did for us on the 
cross. Sanctification is the Spirit’s “applying the death and resurrection of Christ unto 
them”. That is, what Christ did on the cross and what He achieved in His resurrection are 
applied to believers. Johannes G. Vos explained it this way: 
 

This means that those benefits which Christ purchased for the elect by his sufferings and 
death, and which are guaranteed by his resurrection, are actually bestowed on the 
Christian by the Holy Spirit. God the Father planned our redemption; God the Son 
purchased our redemption; God the Holy Spirit applies our redemption so that we 
actually experience the benefit of it. (Vos, 168) 

 
That is true but the divines are not simply addressing the salvation accomplished by Christ and 
applied the Spirit. It is more specific; it is about sanctification. The verses used to support the 
clause (“applying the death and resurrection of Christ unto them”) speak of what has come to be 
called “definitive sanctification” (by John Murray). 
 
Before exegeting the passage, let us notice the problem that must be surmounted before we can 
see the beauty and wonder of the solution offered in the phrase “applying the death and 
resurrection of Christ unto them.” Before our conversion, we lived in sin. We were under its 
power and dominion. Now we are talking about sanctification, growth in holiness. How can we 
                                                
12 For Calvin, regeneration and sanctification or renewal are often synonymous. 
13 Ames, The Marrow of Theology, 168-69. 
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do that when sin’s dominion prevailed? Putting it differently, how do you tell a drug addict that 
he has to eat right, act kindly, behave morally, exercise, etc. Those exhortations will fall on deaf 
ears. Before sin controlled human beings can walk in holiness, his “addiction” (bondage) to sin 
has to be broken. How does that happen? It is not enough to get used to justification. The power 
of sin has to be defeated. That is what Rom. 6:4-6 explains.  
 

We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was 
raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life. For 
if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him 
in a resurrection like his. We know that our old self was crucified with him in order that 
the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so that we would no longer be enslaved to 
sin. (Rom. 6:4-6, ESV) 

 
I have been pleasantly surprised by the way our divines dealt with this doctrine. Sanctification 
connects intimately with Christ’s death and resurrection; it is Pauline theology in Confessional 
form. In short, these verses teach that believers are united to Christ’s death and resurrection — 
that mystical union serves as the basis whereby we can consider our “old self” as crucified. That 
is where the bondage of sin is broken; the powers of sin are destroyed; the dominion of sin 
overturned. Sinclair Ferguson says that the status of sin in the believer “has been dramatically 
changed.”14 How did that happen? 
 
In Romans 6:2, Paul asks, “We who died to sin, how shall we any longer live therein?” We were 
dead in sin (Eph. 2:1) and now we are told that we have died to sin. How have we died to sin? 
“What the apostle has in view is the once-for-all definitive breach with sin which constitutes the 
identity of the believer. A believer cannot therefore live in sin; if a man lives in sin he is not a 
believer. If we view sin as a realm or sphere then the believer no longer lives in that realm or 
sphere.… The believer died to sin once and he has been translated to another realm.”15 This 
breach with sin occurred; believers have died with sin (“we have died” aÓpeqa¿nomen) — that is 
our fundamental situation; it is our status. Rom. 6:4-6 explains how that death occurred. Some 
sort of union or conjunction occurred between the believer and Christ which makes Christ’s 
death, burial, and resurrection ours (v. 4). All these “events” come together in the life and 
existence of the believer. “We cannot be partakers of Christ’s resurrection life unless we are 
partakers of his death, and death is certified and confirmed in burial.16 
 
Baptism exemplifies the realities of which he speaks. Paul is not calling for us to pretend as if 
the event occurred to us. Something decisive occurred in Christ’s death. This point is well made 
by the following writer: 
 

But there is no hint here of imitating the example of Jesus or of a moral crusade for the 
virtuous life. Paul says categorically, we died. This is neither empty creedalism, nor 
implicit asceticism. It is an objective reference to Christ’s death and to the reality that in 
Christ’s death something decisive has happened to believers. When Christ died for 

                                                
14 Sinclair Ferguson, Know Your Christian Life (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1981), 116. 
15 John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, The New International Commentary on the Old and New Testament 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1968), 1:213. 
16 John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 1:216. 
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sinners, sinners died in God’s sight. “One died for all,” said Paul, “and therefore all died” 
(2 Cor. 5:14). Christ’s death for us has broken the power of sin over us, as verse 11 
attests, “count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.”17 

 
Christ’s death for us, the author states, “has broken the power of sin over us.” That is what the 
divines meant in the statement applying the death and resurrection of Christ unto them. That 
application of Christ’s death and resurrection breaks us from the power of sin (though not the 
complete presence of sin). This is genuine victory. As Murray faithfully stated, “And this victory 
is actual or it is nothing.”18 
 
Murray emphatically notes that this victory is the foundation for our understanding of 
sanctification. “Respecting this freedom from the dominion of sin, this victory over the power of 
sin, it is likewise to be recognized that it is not achieved by a process, nor by our striving or 
working to that end. It is achieved once for all by union with Christ and the regenerating grace of 
the Holy Spirit.”19 
 
Sanctification therefore is the effect of the application of the death and resurrection of Christ. 
That union with Christ (“For if we have been united with him in a death like his…”) means sin 
shall no longer have dominion over us (6:14, “For sin will have no dominion over you…”). What 
does this mean? It is as Paul states in v. 11: “So you also must consider (reckon) yourselves dead 
to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.” Paul is not saying, “Become dead to sin!” — that is 
presupposed. Rather, recognize, appreciate, and accept the fact that this has happened by virtue 
of your union with Christ.  
 
Therefore, we are no longer the way we were in respect to sin. We don’t relate to sin like an 
addict to his drug dealer; we are free from him. We have a new relationship to sin; we are no 
longer her slave! “Since that is case, we are to make sure, by fighting against its every 
movement, that it does not invade our hearts as though it had dominion.”20 Too often we 
proclaim this truth while at the same time maintain (and nurse) a mindset as if the opposite were 
true.  
 

11 So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. 
12 Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, to make you obey its passions.  13 Do 
not present your members to sin as instruments for unrighteousness, but present 
yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and your members 
to God as instruments for righteousness.  14 For sin will have no dominion over you, 
since you are not under law but under grace. (Rom. 6:11-14) 

 
The reality of Christ’s death and resurrection broke the powers of sin; sanctification therefore 
begins here. Yet, it also deals with the presence of sin in the life of the believer. That is what the 
next clause addresses. 
 
                                                
17 James R. Edwards, Romans (NIBC 6; Accordance electronic ed. 18 vols.; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1992), 159. 
18 John Murray, Redemption — Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 178. 
19 John Murray, Redemption — Accomplished and Applied, 178-79. 
20 Ferguson, Know Your Christian Life, 124. 
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Renewal After the Image of God 
Believers, are in time “renewed in their whole man after the image of God” by the powerful 
work of the Holy Spirit. Sin’s status has changed. Believers are emancipated and renewed; they 
are released and renovated. It is one thing to release a slave and another thing to train him to live 
as a free noble man. Sanctification renews the liberated elect. Eph. 4:23-24 speaks of this 
renewal: “and to be renewed (ἀνανεοῦσθαι) in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the new 
self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.” Colossians 3:10 also 
speaks of this renewal: “and have put on the new self, which is being renewed (τὸν 
ἀνακαινούμενον) in knowledge after the image of its creator.”21 
 
Paul speaks of this renewal “in the spirit of your minds.” This is probably the same as the “inner 
man” in Eph. 3:10. “The sphere of this renewing work, then, is the person’s inmost being …and 
the implication is that ‘the pattern, motivation and direction of our thinking needs to be 
changed’.”22 Our inner self (who we really are, our ‘selves’) is renewed which is created after the 
likeness of God. The passive voice “created” means that God created the “new man” since Paul 
already stated that “we are his workmanship created in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2:10). This created 
new man is “after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness,” that is, our renewal is 
“in accordance with God” (κατὰ θεὸν); the renewal is like Him. Sanctification also has in view 
the pattern of the image of God. We are to be renewed “after the likeness of God” or “after the 
image of its creator.” The image of God is restored in us since it had been marred in the Fall.  
 
In these verses, Paul focuses on our inmost being because this is what externally materializes in 
our lives. Our thoughts, our motivations, our passions, affections, dreams, desires, ruminations, 
yearnings, emotions, etc. are to be renewed through which the new man (τὸν καινὸν ἄνθρωπον) 
is fleshed out. In 1Thess. 5:23, Paul prays for the sanctification of the whole person: “Now may 
the God of peace himself sanctify you completely (ὁλοτελεῖς), and may your whole spirit and 
soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Though at times he 
focuses in the sanctification of inner man, the goal is for sanctification of the whole person. 
 
God is concerned for the renewal of the whole person. Our inner lives as well as the outer ones. 
We may externally conform but we must also do the will of God from the heart (cf. Eph. 6:6; 
Rom 6:17). God is working in us to conform us into His image. That is God’s concern and it 
should be our passion as well.  
 

Graces in the Heart 
The broad structures of sanctification have been laid. The divines also explain the basic 
“mechanics” of how this works. The inner man is renewed having the seeds of repentance unto 
life, and all other saving graces, put into their hearts. Repentance of life is more than a 
singular act found at conversion but one that is continues throughout our lives (cf. Acts 11:18). It 

                                                
21 “The believer is already in principle, and is becoming in practice, part of God’s new creation (cf 2:10, 15; cf also 2 
Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15). Here, the language reflects a perspective in which there is a combination of God’s gracious 
initiative and human responsibility, as it is made clear that the new person is created by God but must be put on by 
the believer” (Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians [WBC 42; Accordance/Thomas Nelson electronic ed. Waco: Word 
Books, 1990], 288). 
22 Peter T. O'Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians (PNTC; Accordance electronic ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 
330. 
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is found in all who believe and it continues until they die (LC #76 develops this more 
thoroughly).  It is the latter phrase that concerns us at this point. What are “all other saving 
graces”? How did they come to this position? 
 
In 1 Jn. 3:9, we read, “No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed (his seed, 
σπέρμα αὐτοῦ) abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God.” 
John is clearly say using a metaphor here: “This is a bold metaphor, using the idea of God’s 
‘sperm’ by which people are born of God, which when unpacked refers to the work of the Spirit 
in believers.”23 A “divine principle of life” is implanted in a believer that makes him 
fundamentally different and adverse to sin. The implanting of divine life makes the child of God 
no longer (want to) live in a life of sin (“makes a practice of sinning”). “Whatever is born of God 
must share God’s character, and his opposition to sin. It should be unthinkable for such a person 
to sin.”24 Sanctification flows from the new life. The great Scottish theologian John Dick 
explained how new life (regeneration) and sanctification were related. 
 

In regeneration there is an infusion of spiritual life into the soul, in which life all the 
graces or all the holy tempers of the Christian are virtually included. In sanctification 
those graces are unfolded and matured, and exert their native influence upon the conduct. 
In regeneration the living seed is sown, and begins to germinate and show itself above 
ground: in sanctification it grows up, and yields fruit, according to the parable in some 
thirty, in some sixty, and in some a hundred fold. In regeneration the new creature is 
formed, but although no member or feature is wanting, they are diminutive and feeble, 
and it is yet but a babe: in sanctification the body grows in all its parts, acquires vigour 
and activity, and advances towards the full stature of a perfect man in Christ.25 

 
In principle, the implanting of new life puts the seeds of every grace into our hearts because it 
from God. It simply means that in seed form, all the necessary graces for holiness are found in 
each believer — the root of the matter is in each believer. “Regeneration is styled by some 
‘initial sanctification,’ as all graces take their rise from the principle which is therein 
implanted.”26 No genuine believer, therefore, can perpetually live in sin; it would contradict his 
birthright. His holiness does not save him but it does give proof of his spiritual genealogy. 
 

Mortification and Vivification 
If what has been said is true, then believers must correspondingly respond. The last part of the 
answer is well put and describes the perpetual struggle and responsibility of believers: and those 
graces so stirred up, increased, and strengthened, as that they more and more die unto sin, 
and rise unto newness of life. This has been called vivification and mortification. Since God 
implanted the seed of new life into His children, they must stir them up (vivify) and put to death 
those things contrary to His will (mortification).  
 
In short, this is equivalent to the NT language of putting on the new self and putting off of the 

                                                
23 Colin G. Kruse, The Letters of John (PNTC; Accordance electronic ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 124. 
24 I. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John (NICNT; Accordance electronic ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 
187. 
25 John Dick, vol. 2, Lectures on Theology (New York: M. W. Dodd, 1850), 235. 
26 Thomas Ridgley, A Body of Divinity, 2:138. 
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old. The verses used to support this truth are many. Vivification assumes godly effort of 
“building up yourselves… praying in the Holy Ghost” (Jude 20); to make “full assurance of 
hope” and not to be “slothful” (Heb. 6:11-12), etc. Mortification comes from our union with 
Christ in our death and burial with him (Rom. 6) and we are called to crucify the flesh with its 
affections and lusts (Gal. 5:24).  
 
Sanctification therefore consists in two general activities. It consists in making alive those new 
principles implanted in us and putting to death the old ones found in us. It is not enough to 
simply deny certain passions, we must make alive new life principles. Sanctification means 
genuinely stirring up those graces and to increase them. That is, it is not enough to simply go 
through the motions; to externally attend to the means of grace, etc. Ridgeley says, 
“Sanctification includes a continual devotedness to God.”27 True sanctification cannot be 
mimicked because it springs from the Holy Spirit. It is internal as well as external. John Dick 
lists three specific means God uses to produces sanctification. God uses the Word to produce 
holiness (both as the guide and as the means); cf. Jn. 17:17. He also utilizes the appointed 
ordinances (prayer, Lord’s Supper, etc.). The third thing Dick lists is providence (Rom 8:28). 
“These are the means which God employs in sanctifying his people; but as many who are 
exposed to their influence manifestly derive no benefit from them, it is evident that their efficacy 
does not arise from their fitness to the end, but from the operation of the Spirit.”28 If we do not 
resort to the appointed ordinances, then we will not grow. Without the Word, we will not rightly 
appraise and respond to providence. Without the Word, we will not profit from all the 
ordinances. 
 
The other activity is mortification. It has too often meant denying ourselves certain sins or 
pleasures. But that does not kill the sin; it only delays the execution. Suppression is not 
mortification. Of course we must deny ourselves sins (any and all) but it also means that must 
use all the means to fight and kill it. We must see it for what it is (its heinous nature); we must 
carefully consider how easily we are foiled and take steps against it. Ultimately, mortification 
comes about through faith in Christ in the power of the Spirit —“but if by the Spirit you put to 
death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Rom. 8:13). That is by being “led” by the Spirit 
means.  
 
 

                                                
27 Thomas Ridgley, A Body of Divinity, 2:138. 
28 John Dick, vol. 2, Lectures on Theology (New York: M. W. Dodd, 1850), 250. 


