Reforming My View of Sanctification
Current View of Sanctification
Below is a story that typifies the growth of a Christian.

God recently saved Joe Smith.  Joe’s sanctification now starts.  As it turns out, Joe attends a church that takes the command to make disciples, and not just converts, very seriously.  So as soon as Joe is baptized, he joins a group of other recent converts in a class the church offers called, “Discipleship Training 101”.  This class teaches Joe about the importance of the Bible, prayer, witnessing and Christian fellowship.  He even learns to “grasp” the Word by hearing, reading, studying, memorizing and meditating on it.  By the end of this class, Joe is spending regular time in the Word and has memorized some key verses that should help in his early Christian walk.
Some time later, Joe finds himself struggling to keep up with his study regiment.  Also, he is noticing more and more sin in his life.  He is close to Jim and Susan from his 101 class, and they seem to be doing fine.  When Joe brings up his concerns to them about how life is going, they encourage him to go back to the basics and to quit letting his time in the Word slip.  When Joe mentions possible doubts about his salvation, the others quickly quote 1 John 5:13 to him and even ask him if he believes in the name of the Son of God.  When Joe says “yes”, they tell him that he can then know that he has eternal life!
So Joe reapplies himself to his study of the Word.  He doesn’t feel any change in his joy, but he continues to learn.  Shortly after this, He and Susan run into Albert who was also in the 101 class.  He  has not been to church in a few weeks and is feeling down about failing so miserably in regards to discipleship.  Joe jumps right in and tells Albert about his own struggles.  But then he proceeds to tell Albert that he just needs to go back to the basics and read more.  Albert says he has been reading.  Joe then works his way through the different ways they learned to take in the word.  Albert is reading and hearing the word, but not really studying it.  And he hasn’t memorized a new verse since finishing the class.  “There’s your problem right there!” proclaims Joe.  It just simply is not enough to only read and hear; you have to fully grasp the word with all the techniques.  With Susan nodding approvingly and offering her own encouragements, Albert agrees and moves on.  
Susan’s approval feels good to Joe.  So when he starts having some of the same nagging feelings that he is not getting any better, he does not want to tell his friends.  So, he looks up the teacher of the 101 class.  After telling him what he has been going through, the teacher tells him that he must be ready for “Discipleship Training 201”.  He is starting a new class in just a couple of weeks and Joe should come.  In this class, Joe learns more about prayer.  He learns some great techniques to use to remember what to prayer.  Joe also starts journaling from his Bible reading and keeping a prayer list where he can make note of answered prayers and be reminded of the things God is doing.

Joes’s pattern continues for some years.  He has become quite knowledgeable about the word and even disciples others.  Every time he things he has hit a plateau, he learns a new discipline or technique.  And he keeps passing these techniques on to others.  One day, in pure frustration, he confides with his pastor that he is not sure these things are working as well as they should in his own life.  The more he learns, the more he struggles.  The pastor actually looks pleased as Joe tells him this!  The pastor then explains, “Joe, the closer we get to Christ, the more we abhor the sin in our lives.  As you have grown – and I have definitely seen growth in you the last few years – the less we sin.  However, we hate sin now so much more than we used to hate it, that we actually feel worse about the little sin left in our lives than we did about the great sins in our lives when we first got saved.”  “But pastor”, Joe says.  “What growth have you seen in me?”  “Well, look at how much of the Bible you know!”, says the pastor.  “And look at all the people you have taught over the last year.  They are learning more and more and becoming involved in the church as well.  Everyone speaks highly of you.  Are they all wrong?”  Seeing Joe’s uncertainty, the pastor goes on, talking of the things he sees Joe do and the insights Joe gives into spiritual matters.  “This is what sanctification is all about.  I know you still have struggles – Don’t we all?  You can and should continue to strive for perfection.  But the truth is, you will not actually attain it until you are glorified.  Then we will finally be freed from the presence of sin.”  Not convinced, but not wanting to appear dense either, Joe tells him that he must just be having a bad day and moves on.  Joe continues his teaching, glad to see others growing and wishing all the time that he could join them.
Sanctification and Works
The question that has to be answered is this:  “Is the pastor in the previous story correct.  Is that a good picture of sanctification?”  In other words, are we using the right criteria to determine whether we or another person are really being sanctified?  More importantly, are we using and teaching the right ideas and methods around sanctification?
I do not think this is a good picture of sanctification.  The primary reason for this is not because Joe does not feel good about himself or his growth.  Our feelings can deceive us into thinking that things are going poorly just as easily as thinking things are going well.  The reason has to do with the position given to works.  See the following table for a look at how each event was met with a works-based response.
	Event
	Response

	Salvation
	Teach the convert various spiritual disciplines they should incorporate into their lives.

	Struggle with sin
	Try harder to keep up with the disciplines.  The implication is that the struggle is a result of not doing enough.  Note that the implication is there even if the people giving the response would never agree that this is correct were you to put it to them plainly.

	Doubts about salvation
	Point to verses about the eternal security of believers.  Although this may be a separate issue, this response leaves no room for the person to work out their salvation.  At the very least, it adds to the number of things the person is simply supposed to accept.

	Plateaus in growth
	More stringent disciplines.  The implication is that the earlier disciplines are just to get you started, but there are more that can help you continue to grow.

	Continued frustration with growth
	Pointing out the sanctification in the person’s life.  This is done by pointing to all the things the person is doing.  The implication is that the person must be growing because they are doing many more spiritual things now than they were when they first got saved.


Possibly without intending to do so, we move from a justification that is by grace through faith, to a sanctification that is by works.  The Galatians dealt with this exact issue.  The works they had in mind were the works of the law.  But it is the same issue.  Here is how Paul responded:

	ESVGalatians 3:1-3  O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified.  2 Let me ask you only this: Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith?  3 Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?


So, should we not teach works or spiritual disciplines at all?  That, too, would be a gross misunderstanding of scripture.  James, the leader of the church at Jerusalem and half brother of Jesus, spells out the importance of works in his epistle.  In chapter two of James, we see that faith without works is dead.  The Apostle Paul, in Ephesians 2:10, tells us that we are created for good works.  Jesus, in Matthew 5:16, tells us to let our works shine before men in the same way that a candle shines in a house for all to see.  So works are important and necessary.
The key difference between what the Bible teaches and what is practiced in the previous story has to do with the role of works.  In the story, works are used as a means to further sanctification.  According to Paul and James, works are an outward sign of salvation.  In Jesus’ teaching, works are used to bring glory to God.  So are works a cause of something or the result of something?  The story, and our lives, shows that, in practice, we view works as the cause of sanctification.  However, the Bible teaches works as the result of justification.  Since sanctification starts as soon as we are justified, it is easy to make this small leap.  However, it is not correct to do so.  According to Paul in Galatians, we are sanctified in the same way that we are justified.  Therefore, the works that should be evident during our sanctification should be the result of our sanctification, not what is causing it.
Our Part in Sanctification
So what is our part in sanctification?  Is it not to humble ourselves before God, confess our sins and seek his purification?  This sounds a lot like our part in Justification.  But isn’t that exactly what is said in Galatians?  It should not be surprising to us that our role in sanctification is very similar, if not exactly the same, as our role in justification.  Further, the role of works is the same in both cases as well.  
So we would do well to focus on confession of sins and other things the Bible teaches regarding being purified.  Sanctification is all about becoming holy as God is holy.  I am not proposing we stop our current spiritual disciplines to see what happens if all we do is confess.  I am saying not to continue any just for the sake of the discipline itself or with the idea that the discipline will lead to Christ-likeness.  Purification leads to Christ-likeness which leads to good works, including disciplines.
Should we, then, even teach the spiritual disciplines to recent converts?  What then does it mean to go and make disciples?  These questions will be asked and answered in my next article.
