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What is the role of the believer in sanctification?  Tullian Tchivijian wrote Jesus + Nothing = 
Everything to attempt to point believers back to the position of the believer in Christ. 
 
Some evangelicals began saying that sanctification is nothing more than contemplating past 
grace — this was a good desire to battle moralism.  But it became an endorsement of quietism 
(leftover Keswick movement).  Now the response to subtle antinomianism has resulted in 
another emphasis on moralism (“just do the right thing”). 
 
My goal is to aim for the biblical center on God’s role and the believer’s role in sanctification.  
We need to be crystal clear about how to grow in holiness.  How do we put sanctification into 
practice?   
 
THE PRINCIPLES OF SANCTIFICATION 
 
Two foundational texts:  Phil. 2:12-13; 2 Cor. 3:18 
 
1. The believer’s growth in holiness is fundamentally internal and supernatural. 
 
God is changing both our will and work (Phil. 2:13), and 2 Cor. 3 refers to the inward, 
fundamental change of the believer — and it has happened to him, meaning God has made the 
change in the nature.  Cf. also Rom. 12:2 — it is a mind renewal that produces the 
transformation.  Also, Eph. 3:16; 4:23.  Holiness does not simply mean brining our external 
behavior to a particular standard.  It does mean that, but it means more than that; hypocrites can  
be changed to external standards, but holiness is more than that.  Real change begins internally 
(Rom. 12:2).  Hodge — “sanctification…is making the tree good, in order that the fruit may be 
good.”   
 
We want to have sanctified affections as well as sanctified actions.  God commands us not only 
to behave righteously; He also commands us to be holy. 
 
 
2. Sanctification is a sovereign work of the Spirit of God 
 
Cf. Phil. 2:13 — it is the work of God.  Many passages on sanctification also use passive 
imperatives, emphasizing that it is God that effects change, not us.  The God of peace is working 
in us what is pleasing to Him.  God Himself is working on our soul. (Berkhof).  Rom. 1:4; Gal. 
5:17; 5:22; 2 Cor. 3:18. 
 
The Spirit is the efficient cause of holiness. [Edwards] 
 



If the Spirit is the effective cause of holiness, what do we do?  Cf. Tchivijian, 184; Murray, 
Abide in Christ, 128 — “a truly passive instrument;” Hannah Whitall Smith, Christian’s Secret 
of a Happy Life, 32.  
 
Are we passive?  No, because of the work of the Spirit of God in us, we work.  It is because He 
is working that we can work at all.  Cf. 2 Pt. 1:3, 5. 
 
 
3. The Spirit Employs Means in Sanctifying the Believer 
 
We are to make every effort to avail ourselves of means through which the Spirit does His work.  
Cf. Scougal, Life of God…:  the farmer and the stalk of corn (Ps. 104:14) — “nobody will say 
that the labours of the farmer are useless or unnecessary.”   
 
 
THE MEANS OF SANCTIFICATION 
 
1. Scripture (1 Pt. 2:2; Jn. 17:17)  
 
2. Prayer — the Father has ordained that His children receive the good gifts of His grace by 

means of their asking for them (Heb. 4:16).   
 

Warfield says that “prayer by nature of it is a confession of weakness, need, and 
dependence.…” [quoted in Zaspel] 

 
3. Fellowship (Heb. 3:12-13; 10:24-25) 
 

In the fellowship of Christ’s church we expose ourselves to skillful preaching, magnify God 
in corporate worship, edify one another through the use of gifts, help each other deal with 
sin, and partake in the ordinances. 

 
4. Providence (Rom. 8:28; James 1:2-4) 

 
5. Obedience 

 
Obedience is the result of inward transformation.  Yet it is also a means of further progress 
and holiness (Jn. 15:10).  To abide in Christ is to obey His commandments.  If you love Me, 
then you will keep My commandments — but that walking in obedience actually produces 
more love, which will then produce more obedience.… 
 

Sanctification flows through all five of those channels — so we need to engage in these practices. 
 
We cannot perform the divine operation in our souls that would make us more holy.  But we can 
pursue that holiness by availing ourselves of the means by which the Holy Spirit performs this 
divine operation. 
 



THE DYNAMICS OF SANCTIFICATION 
 
How do these means actually work to produce sanctification?  Why do the means above actually 
sanctify us?  There is one more means that drives the other means:  2 Cor. 3:18 —  
 
As believers behold the glory of Christ with the eyes of our heart, we are progressively 
sanctified.  Cf. also Heb. 12:2; 11:26-27; 2 Cor. 4:18; 1 Jn. 3:2.  
 
To behold Christ is to become like Him.  Our transformation into His likeness is proportional to 
the extent to which we look at Him (1 Jn. 3:2).  “Beholding is becoming.” (Piperi 
 
How does this happen?  Why do we “look at Him?”   
 
The spiritual sight of Christ, by virtue of the delightfulness and beauty of His glory, causes us to 
admire Him in such a way that we are satisfied by Him and therefore we don’t seek satisfaction 
lesser, sinful pleasures. 
 
The glory of Christ captures our affections and causes us to love what he loves.  Then, our 
renewed affections inform and excite our will, and we joyfully obey the commands of God. 
 
Hodge:  “…This apprehension of Christ is transforming…”   
 
Owen:  “Let us live in the constant contemplation of the glory of Christ, and virtue will proceed 
from Him to repair all our decays…” 
 
In all our diligent effort to appropriate the means of grace, the glory of Jesus stands at the very 
center, giving our life to all other means. 
 
“Our aim is to saturate the eyes of our hearts with the all-satisfying vision of the glory of God 
revealed in the face of Christ” — Piper, God is the Gospel. 
 
1. Beholding Glory in Scripture (Ex. 33:18-=19; 1 Sam. 3:21) 
 
Scripture sanctifies because Scripture reveals the glory of God in the face of Christ. 
 
We go to Scripture to see Christ.   
 
 
2. Beholding Glory in Prayer 
 
Prayer is the occasion for personal worship.  It is to meditate on His perfections, to praise Him 
for His goodness and to taste of His delights.  Cf. John Owen — “The things to be aimed at in 
prayer…”  There is glory and joy in prayer — we fight to be disciplined to pray, because I want 
Him.  We behold His glory through communion with Him. 
 
 



3. Beholding Glory in Fellowship 
 
Because every believer is being progressively conformed into the image of Christ, fellowship 
with other believers sanctifies us because of what we can see of Christ in each other. 
 
“Believers learn what Christ-likeness is by observing it in fellow Christians…” [Hoekema] 
 
The beauty of a Christian’s holiness is a derived beauty.  That’s the life-blood of biblical and 
Christian fellowship. 
 
 
4. Beholding Glory in Providence 
 
When we learn to see all of the experiences of life as gracious dispensations of God’s 
providence, we can treasure the glory of the Giver that is revealed in His gifts, and give Him 
thanks and praise for “richly supplying us with all things to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17). 
 
When we experience His compassion and comfort in times of trial, we behold with the eyes of 
our heart the rich display of the glory of His character. 
 
We likewise behold his glory in creation (Ps. 19:1). 
 
5.  Beholding Glory in Obedience (Jn. 14:21) 
 
When the believer in Christ obeys Christ, Christ discloses Himself to that one.  The more I obey, 
the more I get to see of Him.  All sinning will get you is a fleeting pleasure, but obedience will 
give you is a great disclosure of Him — the greater pleasure and the more satisfying pleasure. 
 
Out of a desire for a superior pleasure, reject the false pleasures of sin in exchange for the 
supreme pleasure that is found in Jesus alone. 
 
So we press after Christ to know more of Him.  Look back at Christ and then look forward and 
say “I want more of Him,” and out of that desire, read and pray and fellowship…so you get more 
of Him. 
 
 
Summary  
 
The error of the quietists was to yield, surrender, remember, and wait to be catapulted to 
holiness. 
 
Because the foundational means of sanctification is beholding the glory of God in the face of 
Christ, that battle is fought by pursuing pleasure in Him. 
 
John Fawcett:  “Christ Jesus is the life of all the graces and comforts…”  To avoid the errors of 
both the moralist and the quietist we must fix our eyes on Christ. 



 
OBJECTIONS FROM THE QUIETIST 
 
• The law is a tutor to lead us to Christ.   
 
The quietist says that all laws — both OT and NT — are given to demonstrate that we cannot be 
righteous and that God has come to save sinners like.  It comes to celebrate spiritual failure and 
that God has saved us. 
 
• We need nothing beyond what Christ secured for us on the cross. 
 
The error conflates justification and sanctification — it confuses the forensic righteousness that 
the believer has through Christ and the progressive sanctification that should be worked out in 
the life of the believer on a daily basis.  Cf. 2 Pt. 1:3ff (“useful and unfruitful”).   
 
Christ has accomplished everything we need; but our positional imputed righteousness is 
different from practical righteousness that is given through ongoing obedience and the work of 
the Spirit.  God’s work in us does not stop at justification — He progressively works practical 
righteousness in us and we are told to supplement faith with the virtues we don’t yet have. 
 
• God never loves us more or less.  We cannot do anything to ruin our relationship with God, 

so we do not need to work for that relationship 
 
This confuses union with communion.  Marriage is a helpful illustration:  when a couple fights, 
they are not less married, yet their communion is not what it could be or was.  It is possible to 
grieve the Holy Spirit and be unpleasing to the Lord and experience His discipline.  Our position 
of righteousness is secure, but our communion will fluctuate.   
 
Union with Christ is immutable and unbreakable, but communion with Christ is variable. 
 
 
OBJECTIONS FROM THE MORALIST 
 
• Do our duty and the feelings will follow.   
 
Sanctification is an activity that takes place in the heart.  Holiness is not about praise from the 
lips while the heart is far from Him.  God has not commanded us to carry out only a series of 
external duties, but also to have an inward frame of heart that is conformed to Him. 
 
Many times the Scriptures command both our affections and the corresponding outward actions.   
 
God commands our affections as well as our actions — to do and to feel.  We have internal 
duties as well as external duties. 
 
• So we should wait to obey until we feel like it? 
 



No.  It’s never okay not to obey God.  It’s never right to compound your disobedience by 
disobeying external duties as well as internal duties. Perform your external duty, but repent of 
failing to do your internal duty. 
 
• What about Jesus in Gethsemane?  “Jesus didn’t feel like obeying…” 
 
We shouldn’t use Jesus in Gethsemane as a pattern for us; in Gethsemane obedience to the 
Father meant a breaking of fellowship from the Father, so it was repulsive to Him.  But the 
believer’s obedience never will break fellowship with God; it will always enhance our fellowship 
with Him.   
 
The hesitation Jesus felt at the prospect of being alienated from His Father should not be our 
experience at the prospect of increasing communion with the Father.  
 
• Isn’t this just emotionalism? 
 
Sanctification involves the emotions even if it is not driven by the emotions.   
 
Truth is perceived in the mind, believed in the heart, informs our affections and transforms our 
actions. 
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