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CHAPTER ONE

Holiness is hard

Too many Christians  find the  idea  of  holiness
frustrating and confusing and out of reach. While
there are too many Christians who don't care about
living a holy life at all, there are many others who
do care very much indeed but find there are sins in
their  lives  that  just  won’t go away.  They  live  in
perpetual spiritual  despair or, at best, a couple of
highs mixed with lows. Perhaps you’re one of those
people. I know what it’s like. I lived in that place for
too long in my Christian life. 

But God promises freedom. It’s my belief that,
unfortunately,  today there is a real lack of a deep
and  down-to-earth,  Jesus-centred  holiness.  Too
much  of  what  we  see  in  the  mainstream  is
motivational  speaking,  out-of-reach  idealism,  or
(on the other side) a very negative view of how sin
will plague us throughout life.

The  sheer  amount  of  prominent  Christian
leaders that fall in some moral way on a yearly basis
should astound us. It astounds me, and not because
I’m above them in any way, but because I realise
that  if  they can  fall,  with  all  their  strengths  and
abilities  and  gifts  and  personality,  I’m  really in
trouble! If it was easy for them, it’s even easier for
me! 

So surely we must all  be missing something. I
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know that it’s true to say that leaders that fall were
perhaps  focused on  secondary  issues,  didn’t  have
good  examples  in  their  lives,  overworked
themselves, fell prey to the celebrity culture, were
caught in an unhelpful church structure, and so on.
These  all  need  to  be  addressed.  But  I  still  think
many  of  those  things  are  symptoms  of  a  deeper
problem  -  that  we’re  missing  some aspect  of  the
Gospel that makes it lack a bit in power. We’re too
quick  to  tick  boxes  and  say  all  the  right  things
without  really  looking  at  contemporary  theology
and  asking:  is  this  helping?  Or  is  our  teaching,
perhaps, actually aggravating the problem?

For too many of us, holiness seems unreachable.
It's  like  the  goal  post  keeps  shifting.  We're  just
never good enough and never strong enough. Our
modern epidemic of pornography, which too many
Christians struggle with, is one clue into the general
poverty of power we’re all experiencing. I’ll venture
to guess that many people who read this book are
struggling with that issue exactly. I’m no stranger to
it. For too many, all our efforts to deal with lust and
anger and covetousness and selfish ambitions and
longing  for  material  things,  or  anything  else  you
can think of, lead only to a brick wall.  The books
and  seminars  and  techniques  and  hyped-up
preachers  and motivational  talks  and great  music
really don’t mean much when temptation strikes. 

On  one  hand  we’re  told  that  sin  has
consequences and so we  must stop sinning at  all
cost (but we find we can’t), while on the other we’re
told  that  we’ll  always  be  sinners  and  will  always
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probably fail. Is there any use, then, in trying? 
But where’s the good news in that? Is this how

God intended the Christian life to be? I mean:  is
this it?

I've  lived in  anguish and discouragement  over
this subject for most of my adult life. Try harder or
let go and let God seem to produce no lasting fruit.
The  very  popular  post-modern  answer  of,  “Well,
you were just  born this  way,  so live  this  way,”  is
cruel  and  nihilistic  (and  we  never  seem  to  think
that way about other disabilities) and is a cop-out.
Secular  humanism’s  influence  today,  even  in  the
church,  has  made  us  all  think  we’re  nothing  but
slaves  to  our  chemistry.  If  we  can’t  stop  doing
something,  we  think,  then  it  must  mean  that  we
were made that way. We wrap our identity up in it.
This  is  actually  not  humanism,  it’s  more  like
“uselessism”! 

Modern  ‘hyper-grace’  ideas,  where  we’re  told
that God isn’t really interested in our sin anymore
(and we’re told that belief in this as the ‘Gospel’ will
actually lead us to sin less) doesn’t seem to produce
the fruit we’re looking for either. Again and again
those  old  sins,  those  wicked  habits,  those  lusts,
those egotistical ambitions, those old desires, flare
up  –  like  a  squatter  you  thought  was  gone  but
found  out  was  living  in  a  different  room  all  this
time! How did they get in? Where did they come
from? Why won't  they just  leave? You can never
quite figure out what happened. 

And let's  never  forget  that,  on  the  other  side,
there's  also  the  same old  legalism  and  religiosity
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that's been around since the fall of man. Holiness
has, sadly, too often been wrapped up in legalism.
We are often told that we have what it takes and we
must  just  stop  it:  Pull  ourselves  together.  But
experience  often  fails  this  view.  Maybe  someone
else ‘has what it takes’ but I know I’m not that kind
of person!

Plus there are the sciences and philosophies and
psychology  -  and  pop  versions  of  these,  from
positive thinking to positive confession to reliving
birth experiences to managing your diet properly.
Professions  have  their  place,  to  be  sure,  and
wisdom is a good thing, but many of us are running
from  the  one  thing  to  the  next  in  a  desperate
attempt to find that silver bullet. We  try again and
again,  hoping  that  maybe  this  next  thing  or  this
next idea or theory is what we need to get rid of our
sin once-for-all.

The  problem  with  all  our  solutions  is  there
comes a time when we fail to do them or we doubt
them. And then we know the all-too familiar voice:
“You're just not good enough.”

I  reached  a  place  in  my  life  when  I  realised,
however, that it's true that I'm not good enough but
it’s more true that it's these things that just aren't
good  enough.  They’re  not  good  enough  to  really
sort  out  my  sin  issues.  None  of  these  or  even
spiritual disciplines seem to be able to really root
out sin in our lives. 

So we have to re-align our trust. We have to rely
on what is good enough.

Many say that we’re going to live with our sin
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and sinful desires side by side with our new life and
desires in Christ until the day we die. God's spirit
and your sinful flesh will always be fighting inside
you until  you pass on to freedom in the next life.
Your job is to ‘feed the Spirit’ and ‘starve the flesh’.
You are always going to feel as if you're two people
until the day you die. Here’s a typical scripture to
support this view:

“For  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, to
keep you from doing the things you want to do.”
(Galatians 5:17.)

But does this scripture really support this kind
of internal dualism? Or is it, perhaps, taken out of
context? This scripture may mean something very
different  than  what  you've  been  brought  up  to
believe. I hope to uncover that in this book.

Theology is not everything – any theology that
draws us to itself as the source of our joy and peace
instead of Jesus is not a real theology at all.  And
theology isn't formed in a classroom as much as it's
formed in  our  own walk  with  God.  As  my friend
Shaun Mackay says, everyone does theology, some
just do it better than others! I don't put experience
above the Bible, but the Bible tells us that we live in
Jesus  and  on  Jesus,  the  living Word;  the  Holy
Spirit lives in us and guides us into all truth. These
all have to do with walking through the experience
of  life  with  the  Spirit.  Theology  is  not  done  in  a
vacuum.  If  our  theology  and  experience  aren’t
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matching,  something  must  be  wrong.  If  we’re
serious  about  the  subject  and  believe  that  good
theology  leads  to  joyful,  fruitful,  God-glorifying
living - in  experiencing - as I do, then we actively
wrestle  with  God  over  issues  and  challenge  our
theology.  And there really  seems to be no greater
issue than this,  in my opinion.  So much revolves
around  it.  We want  to  know what  holiness  looks
like and we want to know if we can live in it. We
want to know if Christianity really works. We want
to experience a Christianity that does.

When we were born again most of us certainly
did experience something, sooner or later – peace,
joy, a new love bursting out of us, new desires, and
even the ability to say no to the old desires. But as
time goes by things seem to get harder – the little
birds come and steal  away some of  the seed that
was planted; the cares and worries of life strangle a
little bit of what's grown up. As John Wesley once
put it:

‘How naturally do those who experience such a
change  imagine  that  all  sin  is  gone;  that  it  is
utterly  rooted  out  of  their  heart,  and  has  no
more any place therein! How easily do they draw
that inference,  "I  feel  no sin;  therefore,  I  have
none: it does not stir; therefore it does not exist:
it has no motion; therefore, it has no being!"

‘But it is seldom long before they are undeceived,
finding sin was only suspended,  not destroyed.
Temptations return, and sin revives; showing it
was but stunned before, not dead. They now feel
two principles in themselves, plainly contrary to
each other; "the flesh lusting against the Spirit";
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nature opposing the grace of God. They cannot
deny,  that  although  they  still  feel  power  to
believe in Christ, and to love God; and although
His  "Spirit"  still  "witnesses  with  their  spirits,
that they are children of God"; yet they feel in
themselves  sometimes  pride  or  self-will,
sometimes anger or unbelief.  They find one or
more of these frequently stirring in their heart,
though not conquering; yea, perhaps, "thrusting
sore at them that they may fall"; but the Lord is
their help.’ 1

What  we  need  is  a  down-to-earth,  powerful,
Jesus-centred  holiness.  We  need  a  theology  that
makes  sense and  deals  with  things  as  they  are,
without leaving them as they are.  It takes a long
time  to  unlearn  the  rubbish  we  may  have
encountered  in  our  walk.  This  book  is,  in  many
ways, a summary of my unlearning and relearning
this  difficult  subject.  I’m still  learning,  of  course,
and  I’m  not  some  sort  of  expert  (who  is?).  My
Christian life has been littered with persistent sin
and my own faith in Jesus has often gone through
heavy trials and “dark nights” as a result. Perhaps
this is how it's meant to be, but yet when I turn to
the  scriptures  it  seems  clear  that  it’s  not.  From
Jesus’s  teachings  to  the  apostles,  and  the  Old

1

John Wesley, The Scripture Way of Salvation (The 
Sermons of John Wesley, Sermon 43 - Wesley Center
Online). See wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/the-
sermons-of-john-wesley-1872-edition/sermon-43-
the-scripture-way-of-salvation/
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Testament, there seems to be a clear promise that
we must be able to “cease from sin” and “spend the
rest of [our] time on earth concerned about the will
of God and not human desires.” (1 Peter 4:1,2 NET.)

How I will approach the subject
In my quest to get to the bottom of this subject

I’ve tried to look at the scriptures as objectively as I
can,  while  looking for a running theme that  runs
across  the lives  of  the  best  of  our  saints  and the
whole  of  Christian  theology,  from  Protestant
(Arminian  and  Calvinist),  Catholic,  and  Eastern
Orthodox sources.  There are certain characters in
Church history who I believe have articulated this
theme very well and, better yet, have actually lived
it out. Obviously, I wasn’t able to read every single
Church Father or modern theologian out there, and
I  obviously  spent  more  time  in  the  Bible  than
anything else, as prayerfully and as thoughtfully as
I could. This book is the result of a lot of wrestling!  

I  don’t  really  want  to  bring anything  new but
rather bring out the treasures in Christian theology,
and moreso the scriptures themselves, that I believe
point  to  the  truth  of  Christ  and  holiness.  My
approach  to  the  subject  is  effectively  to  view  it
through four lenses:

1. JESUS: Christ is the real  ‘secret’, as it were,
to  holiness.  The  Christian  life  is  about  being  in
Christ  and Him being  in  us.  It  is  a  life  of  being
obsessed  with  Jesus.  Holiness  is  all  about  Christ
and is impossible without him.

2.  JUSTIFICATION: We  always  rely  on
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Christ's  work,  never  our  own,  and  live  in  a
continual process of living in God's saving grace.

3. INHERITANCE: God has an inheritance of
fruitful holiness for us. There is a moment in our
lives  when  we  enter  into  this  inheritance,  which
includes a completed holiness. 

4.  LOVE: Holiness  is  about  God's  mission
purposes. It’s not about us being polished and put
on a shelf.

I  know  that  this  book  will  not  answer  every
question there is and that there are many books and
opinions I simply do not know nor will  ever have
the time to get to know. Obviously my knowledge is
limited and my choice of words may often be the
wrong choice.  But I’ve tried my best.  If  anything,
the point of the book is to show that God really does
change  lives  and  really  does  deal  with  sin,  and
hopefully it will set you on a journey to explore that.
My prayer is that this book will  encourage you to
look to Jesus and Jesus alone. If it does then it has
served its purpose.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Sanitised Life

Matthew 5

“Seeing  the  crowds,  [Jesus]  went  up  on  the
mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples
came to him.

“And he opened his mouth and taught them.”

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.”

Are you poor in spirit? Struggling to live a holy
life? Do you find that you just can't measure up? 

This  is  the  good news of  Jesus  – if  you  can't
measure  up,  then  you  are  blessed!  If  you  are
struggling, count yourself blessed! God has his eye
on  you.  Not  for  judgement  but  to  give  you  his
blessing. You're on the right path! 

It's those who have reached the point where they
realise that they can't be holy without God who are
poised to receive holiness from God as a free gift.
It's those who are poor in spirit – who just can't do
it  anymore;  who  have  given  up  on  the  path  of
progress and self-sufficiency and self-righteousness
– who God is ready to bless, and bless abundantly. 

The Kingdom of Heaven does not belong to the
winners and the strong and those who can take life
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and sin “by the horns” and wrestle it to the ground.
The Kingdom of Heaven, rather,  belongs to those
who are poor in spirit. Those who are needy. Those
who “hunger and thirst” for righteousness,  rather
than those who believe  they have,  or  can conjure
up, righteousness for themselves.

It  is  from  the  basis  of  the  God  of  grace  and
mercy who gave us the amazing gift of Jesus that we
have to  approach the subject  of  holiness.  It’s  not
until  you  realise  that  you’re  incapable  of  dealing
with sin that you let Christ step in and deal with it.
It’s  not  until  you  realise  the  depths  of  your  own
self-righteousness  and  your  continual  self-
justification before God, yourself,  and others, that
the Spirit can do what He does: save you from sin. 

Seeing sin differently
What does it mean to be saved from sin? Most of

the time we tend to think of sin as bad things we do
or  think.  If  we  can  change  these  two  things  we
believe  we  will  then  finally  see  progress  in  our
spiritual life. But all of these terms are not always
helpful and can lead us to the wrong conclusions.
Sin is not primarily about morality. The Gospel is
not primarily about morality. The path of moralism
is  often  just  a  guise  for  the  path  of  self-
righteousness.  Moralism  comes  in  all  forms  -
today’s  prevailing  secular  liberal  worldview,  for
example, is just a different kind of moralism. The
good  news  of  Jesus,  however,  is  that  we  are  not
supposed to walk by morality but walk by His Spirit
-  the  path  of  his  healing,  love,  and  order,
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encapsulated  in Jesus.  “Progress” is  not what the
Christian life in the Spirit is about. Progressing in
the  spiritual  life  is  a  never-ending  goal  that  is
layered with our own self-righteousness, not God’s
righteousness, who is Jesus - who we are to live in.
It also seems to always make us look to the future
instead of living in the now. But now is the day of
salvation!  How  many  of  our  relationships  do  we
measure according to “progress”?

Sin is  firstly  a  state  of  being (or,  rather,  non-
being,  as  sin  is  a  corruption  of  our  being  that
eventually  leads  to  death).  We  are  “under  sin”
(Romans 3:9) before we come to faith in Christ, but
after we come to faith the “body of sin” no longer
dominates  us  as  our  “old  man”  is  crucified  with
Christ (Romans 6:6) and now we are in Christ. Sin
is  how we are (before Christ) but not  who we are
(before or in Christ). Once we come to Christ we are
no  longer  under  sin  and  no  longer  slaves  to  it.
Romans 5 -  8 is  one long exposition of  this  fact,
reiterating  again  and  again  that  we  are  new
creatures who are not under sin’s power. But many
of  us  don’t  experience  that  and  the  question  is:
why? 

We’ll get to looking at that. For now, however, I
am  bringing  this  in  to  help  make  the  point  that
Jesus  has  to  be  central in  our  approach  to  this
subject. We are not under sin as Christians but are
found in Christ. Sit and think about what ‘in Christ’
means,  for  a  moment.  That  change  in  dynamic
cannot be understated. We often want to move on
too  quickly  on  what  ‘in  Christ’  means,  but  our
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impatience  results  in  misunderstanding  the
powerful dynamic at play here.

Jesus’ righteousness versus our own
The  “old man” of  sin2 is not the man who just

performs  obvious  sins  -  things  we  would  call
“immoral”.  In fact  the “old man” is  the man that
seeks to  become  like  God,  just  as  Adam and Eve
did. This is the way the scriptures begin to uncover
what sin really is,  at its core. The serpent did not
tempt Adam and Eve with lust or political power or
tax-free cash under the table, but with the idea of
being like God (Genesis 3:5) -  knowing good and
evil, having the ability to discern it, and ultimately
being  a  master  and  judge of  such  things.  Many
people probably don’t carefully consider the Bible
calls  the fateful  tree that Adam and Eve ate from
the  Tree  of  Knowledge of  Good  and  Evil.  Why
knowledge?  It  has  to  do  with  discernment  and
judgement.  Mankind decided that it wanted to be
like God, judging between good and evil.

Our problem is we don’t want to be human, we
want to be God. But God didn’t want us to know
good and evil - rather, he wanted us to know him.
Only  in  that  relationship  is  there  true
righteousness.  The problem now is  that  we know
good and evil  but  we can’t  do anything  about  it!
Because  we  don’t  know  God!  We  know  what
goodness is  but we’re  powerless  to live by it!  We
prove this again and again and again. So we often

2 See Romans 6:6; Ephesians 2:15; Ephesians 4:22-24;
Colossians 3:9-11
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try and redefine what goodness is,  in such a way
that  evil  can  be  called  good,  because  our  chief
problem is we want to be our master and judge and
we  want  to  justify  ourselves  all  the  time.  We’ll
sooner  blind and twist  ourselves  than admit  that
we’re unable to live up to what is good. The trouble
is, even when we redefine things, we often find we
still can’t even live up to our redefinition! We even
fall  short  of  our  own  ever-evolving  standards!
Whatever  we  do,  we  always  set  up  hard  task-
masters  who  we  enslave  ourselves  to.  When  you
look carefully you note that even those who claim to
be  morally  free  are  actually  restrained  and
constricted by their  own worldview,  which makes
demands of them some way or another.  Legalism
has many shapes and forms. 

Often to  hide  our  own inability  to  actually  do
good we’ll look for some kind of evil  out there that
we can rise up and protest against, which is often
when social justice goes wrong. Self-righteousness
eventually leads to no righteousness at all. Violence
is often the result of a person or a party or a society
seeing  itself  as  more  righteous  than  another.
History proves this again and again - those who are
the oppressed soon become the oppressors. 

What is my point? It’s this: the “old man” that
has  been  crucified  with  Christ  when  we  come  to
Christ, as the New Testament frequently puts it, is
actually the old man of human virtue. It’s the old
man of human self-righteousness. It’s the old man
that insists that it can be like God and it can be the
judge and be righteous on its own - that it can be
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justified before God, itself,  and others, by its own
works  and own brilliance  and own holiness.  It  is
Man’s  pride.  It  is  the  old  man  of  excuses,  of
justifying  why  we  behave  like  we  behave,  and
pointing fingers at others to be either at blame or to
not be able to live up to the standard, or making
excuses about our lack of ability or intelligence, or
our background and upbringing, and never actually
taking responsibility for our decisions. It’s the old
man of self-glory, the old man that looks to climb
the ladder of holiness and shine like a star for even
God to praise and congratulate. 

God  did  not  invent  a  ladder  of  holiness,  man
did. All our paths and struggles to virtue are often
simply  paths  of  humankind’s  core  problem  -  to
want to be like God and have knowledge of good
and evil, and be the master of these.

All  religion  faces  the  problem  of  self-
righteousness.  The  goal  of  religion  is  to  provide
something we can do that will  help to satisfy our
inner desire to be righteous ourselves, to show God
that we are righteous, or in fact perhaps even more
righteous than him! But don’t think that religion is
the  only  thing  that’s  about  this.  We  find  this
cropping up in everything else we do too. We're so
interested in outward signs of works and experience
instead of relationship and trust (what faith is) that
we  get  caught  up  in  all  sorts  of  things  that  are
resounding gongs and clashing cymbals, but are not
really love - even if we call it love. 

We  can  get  so  concerned  about  whether  we
dress the right way or whether we vote for the right
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party or whether we believe the right philosophy or
whether  we support  the  right country  or  whether
we are a part of the right movement or whether we
go to the right church every week or whether we
believe the right theology or whether we protest for
the right cause that we silence the small still voice
in  exchange  for  our  own  grandeur  and
righteousness.  We  are  so  full  of  ourselves.  I've
never really seen much activism that doesn't soon
degenerate  into  a  harbinger  of  collective  self-
righteousness  instead  of  ushering  in  the
righteousness  of  God.  “For  on  whatever  grounds
you judge another, you condemn yourself, because
you who judge practice the same things… therefore
you  who  teach  someone  else,  do  you  not  teach
yourself? You who preach against stealing, do you
steal? You who tell others not to commit adultery,
do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do
you rob temples?” (Romans 2:1; 21 - 22.)  These are
areas  where we start  to see  the contrast  between
God’s love and the world’s self-righteous love.

Christianity is  primarily  not a moral  religion -
something that we need to come to terms with if we
want to live in the Holy Spirit. We can’t water-down
Jesus’ teachings to moralism - Jesus was pointing
to  things  that  are  far  more  profound  than  that!
God’s  righteousness  is  not  moralism.  God’s
righteousness goes beyond morals! God’s salvation
is about moving us toward his Son, Jesus, who is
his perfecting love. 

So this is how we ought to see sin differently if
we want to actually face the real problem with how
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we view and live in God’s holiness. Instead of seeing
sin or the Biblical  word of “flesh” as obvious acts
and thoughts of immorality, we need to go deeper
into the scriptures and see the glorious and scary
truth  that  our  real  problem  is  not  often  our
immorality  but,  in  fact,  our morality.  Our  real
problem  is  actually  our righteousness.  Our  real
problem is the belief  that we have to climb some
sort  of  ladder  of  virtue;  that  we  have  to  make
ourselves into holy people; that we can be like God
and be moral and righteous and good. This is the
work  of  the  flesh:  we  are  full  of  ourselves.  We
believe that we can be like God - knowing good and
evil, and able to decide what is good and choose to
be good without God. Why we think we can do this
is actually beyond explaining. When we think about
it carefully, the reason why we think we can be like
God  is,  well,  “just  ‘cause”.  It  is  nothing  but
arrogance. 

We’ll even go so far as to enlist the help of God
to fulfil our own self-righteous plan to be like God.
And this subtle teaching, I’m afraid to say,  is  too
prevalent  in Christianity.  Since the early  days  we
combined  Aristotle  and  Greek  philosophical
approaches to holiness to scriptural exhortations to
live a holy life. As Aristotle taught that if you do the
right thing repeatedly it would become a habit - by
“doing just  things we become  just”3,  and that the
path of virtue requires commitment and exertion,

3 Nicomachean Ethics, translated by Robert C. Bartlett
and Susan D. Collins (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2011), page 27 (1103b).
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and the path of virtue is the path to happiness, so
we really say the same thing. Sure, we do add the
idea that God has given his Spirit to “help” us in our
endeavour, but we often treat the Spirit like some
sort  of  power-tool  that  we  are  ultimately
responsible for using. We’ll often even imply that if
we’re not practicing the things of the Spirit enough
then  God  is  not  happy,  meaning  that  our
‘practicing’  or  ‘putting  into  action’  or  ‘making
adjustments’ acts as some kind of merit before God.
We  say  things  like,  “Justification  is  his  part,  but
sanctification is yours,” or, “feed the Spirit,  starve
the flesh,” and so on. All this reiterates the strange
idea that sin can be dealt with if you just approach
it with a bit of willpower and make adjustments to
some  of  your  habits,  and  downplays  the  sheer
miraculous power of God that destroys evil and the
mysterious but powerful truth of us being in Christ
and Christ being in us. 

Jesus is central to holiness and this is how it will
always be. We cannot use Jesus or the Spirit or the
Father as some guiding principle,  some mechanic
that  we  can  activate  through faith  or  doctrine  or
belief  or  a  lifestyle  choice.  Jesus  refuses  to  be  a
principle but insists on being a person, and this is
one of  the reasons why much of  our  theology  on
holiness results in a lack of fruit - because we don’t
see Jesus as a person to be known, but rather as a
mechanism to help us in our quest to be righteous
and holy ourselves and keep eating from the tree of
knowledge of good and evil.

But  to  downplay  our  arrogance  we  pull  a
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different card out. All the while that we encourage
people to mix the Spirit and their willpower in some
way to be holy, we also say that we are all, whether
we have come to faith in Christ or not, inherently
sinful and will always sin. So on the one hand we
tell people that they must practice good deeds and
spiritual  things  to  become  good  (what  we  really
mean  is  ‘praiseworthy  examples  of  human
excellence’) but on the other hand we tell them to
remember  that  they  will  always  sin.  Is  it  any
wonder that so many Christians are confused and
live in despair, even jettisoning their faith? We are
effectively telling ourselves that we must labour and
fight  against  something  that  we  also  say  we  can
never beat. To counteract our arrogance we injected
a bit of false humility.

But  it’s  time  to  question  the  entire
endeavour  itself. We  seldom  make  the  link
between  the  New  Testament’s  warnings  against
using  Law  to  become  righteous  (the  book  of
Galatians,  specifically)  and our  attempts  at  being
righteous  by  following  certain  rules  or  codes  or
doing certain works of righteousness or thinking of
the  Spirit  in  mechanical  terms,  or  the  myriad  of
other ways in which we teach the value of human
striving. What is particularly interesting about this
is that, if you’re a Protestant, the Reformation hung
on this  -  that  righteousness is  from God and not
from ourselves, because we are simply unable to be
righteous at all. But today Protestants have largely
forgotten this in practice. We mostly try and attend
to our outward behaviour in the vain hope that this
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will adjust our desires, yet we also believe that our
desires can never truly be adjusted. Or we believe
they can, but it’s up to us to do the adjusting. But
we never think about the desire to be righteous in
the first  place and question what our real  motive
behind this desire is, as this desire often sends us
back to law. And law sparks off our other sins. “But
sin,  seizing  an  opportunity  through  the
commandment,  produced  in  me  all  kinds  of
covetousness.” (Romans 7:8.)

This  isn’t  new.  The  Church  has,  throughout
history, officially condemned the idea of exercising
our human willpower over sin, but in practice it’s
often a very different story. Many teach against the
heresy of “Pelagianism” or “semi-Pelagianism”, the
idea that there is some good in us that’s capable of
following and doing God’s commandments, but in
actuality we teach the same thing, claiming that we
don’t because we say “we have the Spirit so we can
do  it!4” This is still  the wrong way to think of the

4 In the fifth century Pelagius taught that original sin 
did not taint human nature and that we are perfectly 
capable of choosing good or evil by our own will. He 
believed God created us all with this ability. To be 
fair, he did stress that we need God's grace to 
perform good works, but he also stressed the 
necessity of human will to do so.

“Whenever I have to speak on the subject of moral 
instruction and conduct of a holy life, it is my 
practice first to demonstrate the power and quality of
human nature and to show what it is capable of 
achieving, and then to go on to encourage the mind 
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Spirit’s work. Today we are bombarded with books
and teachings that convince us that we can fight the
battle against sin if we simply put certain “Biblical”
principles in place and make the right adjustments.
Think about the titles  you see at  any book store:
Ten  Keys  for  Marriage  Success;  Principles  for
Prosperity; and so on. Others ignore all that but are
so focused on injustice that they completely forget
the root cause of injustice: our self-righteousness.
We don’t really question the inherent propensity in
us  to  want  to  climb  a  ladder  of  spirituality  and
virtue and become righteous in ourselves, assuming
the agenda of progressing in our virtue is also God’s
agenda.  That  want  and inner  propensity,  the  Old
Man, will always lead us to some form of Pelagian
position. If we don’t realise the old man has died in
Christ and  we  don’t  come  to  terms  with  the
miraculous  truth  of  us  being  new  creatures  in
Christ and we don’t live in that reality, we’re always
going  to  live  according  to  the  Old  Man’s
conundrum - knowing good and evil,  and yet not
being able to do anything about it,  while lying to

of my listener to consider the idea of different kinds 
of virtues, in case it may be of little or no profit to 
him to be summoned to pursue ends which he has 
perhaps assumed hitherto to be beyond his reach; for
we can never end upon the path of virtue unless we 
have hope as our guide and compassion...any good of
which human nature is capable has to be revealed, 
since what is shown to be practicable must be put 
into practice." (The Letters of Pelagius and his 
Followers by B. R. Rees, pg 36-37, published by The 
Boydell Press.)
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ourselves that we  can do something about it.  The
pendulum  swing  between  ‘try  harder’  and  ‘I’m  a
victim of the sinful nature’ will always be the place
we live.  Until  we question the agenda itself  we’re
always going to be scratching our heads about sin.
When  the  Church  forgets  Jesus’  clear  message
against self-righteousness it loses its identity. 

“Every Dark Age in church history  was due to
the  creeping  influence  of  the  human-centered
gospel of ‘pulling oneself up by the bootstraps.’
Whenever  God is  seen  as  the  sole  author  and
finisher of salvation, there is health and vitality.
To  the  degree  that  human  beings  are  seen  as
agents of  their  own salvation,  the church loses
its power, since the Gospel is ‘the power of God
unto  salvation  for  everyone  who  believes.’”  -
Michael Horton5

If  you’re  inclined  to  read  that  and  say  to
yourself, “Yes - the Church needs to hear this!” then
watch  out,  because there  are  plenty  of  Christians
who are  highly  critical  of  the  Church but  are  too
blind  to  see  how  self-righteous  their  criticism
actually is. Before we talk of preachers and others,
and before we get on board with some other cause
or nod our heads to needed (and ongoing) reform
in the Church, we must first look at our own hearts
as honestly as we can, and ask the Holy Spirit  to

5 Pelagianism: The Religion of Natural Man, by 
Michael S. Horton. See 
www.monergism.com/thethreshold/articles/onsite/
pelagiannatural.html
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reveal to us our own self-righteousness. How much
are we about pulling up our own bootstraps? How
much are we all about telling the Church to pull up
its  bootstraps  and  comply  with  our  own  code  of
righteousness - whether we claim it comes from the
Bible or whether it’s  the culture’s  new moralism?
Well, if you want to teach the Church to have grace,
do you have grace? “You who teach someone else,
do you not teach yourself? You who preach against
stealing,  do  you  steal?”  (Romans  2:21.)  Do  we
realise  that  the church is  about  relying  on Jesus’
righteousness, and not its own? 

Our self-righteous nature finds a thousand ways
to kick against God's free grace and even despise it.
If you really think about it, there's something inside
of every one of us that wants to fix the problem and
pat ourselves on the back. Man is inherently self-
righteous.  On  the  whole,  we  really  do  have  high
opinions of  ourselves!  Accepting the free grace of
God found in Jesus is difficult precisely because it
means  we  have  to  go  against  everything  of  this
world:  we  have  to  go  against  the  idea  that
everything must be earned. We have to go against
the idea that  we ought  to  seek for  glory,  that  we
ought to become something. From what I can see in
the  scriptures,  it’s  not  that  we  ought  to  become
something, but rather that  God is  making us into
his  own.  And  in  that  making  God  also  gives  us
rewards.

The very life of Christianity has been traded for
another religion that claims to have all the answers
but offers no power to actually do any of the things
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it tasks us to do - regardless of our talk about the
Spirit being able to overcome, if we would submit,
and  so  on.  We  have  to  get  to  the  heart  of  the
problem, which is that Jesus must have our heart.
Completely.  We  are  to  be  always  “obsessed  with
Jesus”, as Tyrone Daniel frequently puts it. Or, to
put a small edit on A.W. Tozer’s, we are “called to
an everlasting pre-occupation with God’s Son.6”

“Ever since man became a sinner he has been
self-righteous,” says  Charles  Spurgeon.  In  fact,
often our rebelliousness against God is because of
our  self-righteousness:  we  feel  that  we  “deserve
better” from life  and that God himself  isn’t  being
“fair” about things. This is when we live in unbelief
and we decide  that  we  somehow know better,  or
that  we’re  entitled  to  something because “it’s  not
fair”, and so forth. Often we play the victim - that
we sin like we do because we are so ‘unworthy’, or
‘just stupid’, or under the power of sin or the devil.
But believing that the sinful nature is the cause of
your sin, or your own foolishness, are all just self-
righteous excuses that keep you away from actually
accepting  responsibility  for  what  you  do.  Self-
righteousness means we do not accept that we are
truly  at  fault,  but  rather  that  someone  else  or
something else is the real cause and is what’s truly
at fault.

6 Edited quote from A.W. Tozer’s book, That 
Incredible Christian. See 
www.thetransformedsoul.com/additional-
studies/miscellaneous-studies/summaries-of-7-
books-by-tozer
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Jesus was emphatic with the Pharisees that self-
righteousness is worth nothing (Luke 18:9-14) but a
true spiritual  relationship with Him is paramount
before  we  could  speak  of  doing  any  of  his
commandments. We don’t have a relationship with
Jesus until we come to terms with what prevents us
from doing so: our self-righteousness. When we are
‘in  Christ’,  as  the  scriptures  put  it,  we  do  what
Christ does, for the sake of love and God’s mission
and not for the sake of our own righteousness. The
Bible  is  emphatic  that  the  old  man  of  self-
righteousness must die first.  Only  God can do all
this. I spent many years of my life trying to kick a
particular  sin  addiction  and  I  read  all  the  best-
sellers (and the obscure-sellers) on it. None of them
helped.  They all  offered the same old techniques:
stop doing this; start doing that; read your Bible;
pray  more;  etc.  You  can  see  the  Aristotelian
influence in this. But it doesn’t work. I couldn't last
more than a week or so before the old habits came
back. After many years of suffering I started asking:
is this Christianity? Isn't there supposed to be some
kind  of  power  in  it?  A  power  beyond  just  the
goosebumps I experience in worship? A power that
actually  deals  with my desires  head-on? A power
that goes beyond the vague idea that if I shout loud
enough about injustice then I’m a good person?

To  summarise,  Christianity’s  goal  today  is  to
become  sanitized but  not  sanctified.  We  long  to
look  and  feel  great  and  have  the  right  image  of
success and victory in our own eyes and in the eyes
of God and others. But you can’t take the Old Man
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and polish him up a bit and expect there to be any
power  in  that.  Rather,  the  Old  Man  must  die.  A
sanitized Christianity is nothing more than another
religion with its own pathway dedicated to our own
glory to form us into gods who decide on good and
evil.  There’s nothing in this that’s good news and
full of power.

Exchanging worldviews
Righteousness  is  not  a  thing  that  we  can

emulate. It is a person, Jesus, who powerfully acts
upon  and  through  his  people,  us,  by  His  Holy
Spirit. He does this firstly by declaring us righteous
because  of  his  own  work  and  authority  -  we  are
“justified by the faithfulness  of  Christ”  (Galatians
2:16 NET) which creates us into new people. We are
made into new creatures as the Old Man is crucified
with Jesus - the Old Man that seeks to be righteous
on its own. Then the Righteous One acts through us
by his Spirit  and we  participate in his acting and
work. 

This  participation is  rather  mysterious.  Often
we think of this as working side-by-side with Jesus,
copying what he does. But this is not at all the way
the scriptures  put  it.  Rather,  it  is  about  being  in
Him,  not  about  being  next  to  him.  This  is  when
words fail and an experience of Jesus is necessary.
This  is  all  done  through  Jesus  alone  and  not
through us. This is the wonder of the Gospel: that it
is  a  powerful  gift  freely  given.  This  is  not  just  a
Protestant idea,  might I add. Catholicism and the
Eastern Orthodox accept that salvation is a free gift
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and  that  grace  is  unmerited7 and  only  a  reality
because of Jesus and his work. But Protestants do
add that we are saved through simple faith  alone.
We are saved from the penalty of sin and from sin
itself!  But  not  only  so,  we are  saved from  Law -
from the drive and burden of needing to measure
up and become righteous! 

If we continue to live in self-righteousness we’ll
never be able to live freely in our justification, and,
as a result, never live freely in sanctification. As the
late theologian Gerhard Forde says:

Sanctification  is  thus simply  the  art  of  getting
used to justification. It is not something added
to justification. It is not the final defense against
a  justification  too  liberally  granted.  It  is  the
justified life.

It is true, you see, that as old beings we simply
cannot  understand  or  cope  with  the
unconditional  promise  of  justification
pronounced in the name of Jesus. What we don’t
see  is  that  what  the  unconditional  promise  is
calling forth is a new being. The justification of
God promised in Jesus is not an “offer” made to
us as old beings; it is our end, our death. We are,
quite literally, through as old beings.

7 “Our justification comes from the grace of God. 
Grace is favor, the free and undeserved help that God
gives us to respond to his call to become children of 
God, adoptive sons, partakers of the divine nature 
and of eternal life.” CCC - 1996. See 
www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/_P6Z.HTM
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To use the vernacular, we have  “had it.” All the
questions and protests that  we raise  are really
just  the death rattle  of  the old Adam and Eve
who sense that  their  kingdom is under  radical
and  final  attack.  No  doubt  that  is  why  the
defense  is  so desperate,  and why it  even quite
innocently  takes  such  pious  and  well-meaning
forms.8

Indeed, our self-righteousness does take “pious”
and  “well-meaning  forms”!  In  a  most  insightful
essay  on  the  Lutheran  church,  Gerhard  Forde  (a
Lutheran) hit on what has become the predominant
form of religion in the western world today - what
he called “decadent pietism”.

“The old pietism thought it vital first of all ‘to get
right with God’ through the experience of grace
in conversion. But now, since God is, in general,
love and no longer wrathful  with anyone,  God
more or less drops out of the picture as a serious
factor with which to be contended. In decadent
pietism, since God is ‘affirming’ in general,  the
task  is  to  ‘get  right  with  oneself’…  Decadent
pietism  seems  to  hold  that  the  way  of  the
Christian  is  to  become  ‘affirming’  of  others  in
their  chosen lifestyles.  Along with this there  is
very often a rather sanctimonious ‘third use of
the  law’  piety  centred  mostly  around  current

8 Excerpted from Gerhard Forde’s essay in Christian 
Spirituality: Five Views of Sanctification, IVP 
Academic, ISBN 978-0830812783. See 
www.mbird.com/2012/11/the-art-of-getting-used-
to-justification/
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social  causes  and  problems.  No  longer
concerned with one’s own sins, and certainly not
the sins of those one is supposed to affirm, one
shifts attention to the sins of those other entities
(more  or  less  anonymous)  which  inhibit  the
realisation of our affirmed and affirming human
potential. Generally, these are summed up under
the  rubric  of  ‘the  establishment’  or  perhaps
personified  by  those  who  happen  to  be  in
power.9”

Faith in Jesus because of Jesus’
faithfulness

Faith is not willpower or right thinking or belief
in  the  right  doctrines,  it's  simple  trust  –  it's
something any person can do, from the least to the
greatest.  And trust in God is something any born
again person can do, from the least to the greatest.
You  have  been  fully  justified  and  fully  cleaned
because of Jesus and what he did. We have faith in
Jesus’ faithfulness, not our own. “The life I now live
in the body, I live because of the faithfulness of the
Son  of  God,  who  loved  me and  gave  himself  for
me.” (Galatians 2:20.) We have faith in his work,
not  our  own.  He purchased holiness  for us:  “For
their sakes I sanctify myself, that they also might be
sanctified.”  (John  17:19.)  Holiness  is  about  being
Jesus-focused. As soon as we start focusing on our
progress, we’re done for, because it becomes about

9 Excerpt from Gerhard Forde, Theological Identity: 
Radical Lutheranism. See 
www.lutheranquarterly.com/uploads/7/4/0/1/7401
289/radical_lutheranism.pdf
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us. But it is all about Jesus!

● When  he  was  incarnated  in  the  virgin
Mary’s  womb,  he  united  mankind’s  fallen
nature with his divine nature, so that when
we  put  our  faith  in  him we are  united  in
him;

● when  he  ministered  and  healed,  he
established  a  victorious  kingdom  that  you
are a part of - a kingdom that destroys the
spiritual  powers  (including  Satan  himself)
that are at work in this world; 

● when he died on the cross, he died for you.
He did what you have to do to escape the
world of sin and your inability to live up to
righteousness  -  die.  But  you  cannot  die
without  facing a fiery  punishment because
you have sinned! But Jesus died for you -
before you - so that you can enter into his
death,  and so die to sin and the Law (the
next  chapter  goes  into  all  this  in  more
detail); 

● when  he  took  your  sins  upon  himself,  he
bore the punishment that was due to you for
your  sins,  and  he  took  sin  itself  upon
himself to deal with it once for all;

● when he took on every injustice the world
and the devil  could throw at  him and still
cried  “forgive  them”  (Luke  23:34)  he
overturned  justice  itself  -  which  would
demand that people are paid back for what
they  do  -  overturning  the  Law,  destroying
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our  self-righteousness,  and  defeating  the
devil  and  spiritual  powers  -  shutting  up
their  accusatory voices for good. You were
united into this; 

● when he overcame evil with good he opened
up the treasures of righteousness for you to
draw from; 

● when he rose again, victorious, on the third
day,  you  are  united  with  him  in  his
resurrection - you enter through his death
on the cross and then into his resurrection.
Because he was raised,  you can be raised,
and you need not  die  because he died for
you already.

But Jesus is still more than all his work. We cannot
appropriate all his work and leave Jesus alone. He
will not have it that way! And we can never be free
that  way!  Rather,  we  must  accept  Christ  Jesus
himself, and only then does he apply his work into
our lives. 

What do we believe?
Romans 6:5

“For if we have become united with him in the
likeness  of  his  death,  we will  certainly  also  be
united in the likeness of his resurrection.”

Do you really believe that God counts absolutely
no  sin  against  you,  ever?  That  all  your  sins  are
washed  away?  That  you  are  free  from  any
punishment  for  sin,  ever?  That  you are  free,  and
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being set free, from sin itself? Do you really believe
that  you  are  united  into  Christ?  Do  you  really
believe  that  you  have  entered  into  his  death  and
have  died  from sin  and  the  Law?  That  you  have
been raised up with him? Do you really believe that
this and all the above is all ours for doing nothing at
all,  except  trusting  in  Jesus  and  accepting  the
person of Jesus – which is all a work done by Jesus
and made possible by Jesus alone? “We know that
no one is justified by the works of the law but by
the faithfulness of Jesus Christ.” (Galatians 2:16.)
You are justified by his work - by his faithfulness -
by him! You must rely on him! Or is there a subtle,
small  bit  of  you that  wants  to  somehow prove to
God, to others, or even yourself,  that, in fact, you
can be justified because of your own good works or
your  own  mighty  faith  or  your  well  articulated
prayers or your ability to practice holiness, or that
you are not ultimately  responsible  for your  sinful
decisions because you lived in a bad home, or some
or other so-called psychological problem? Is there a
small  part  of  you that  doesn’t  want  to  die  to  the
Law,  to  your  own  virtue,  to  your  want  to  be
righteous, or to that need to justify your actions? Is
there a part of you that doesn’t want to be crucified
with Christ  because it  will  mean that  you can no
longer  hold  on  to,  and  be  proud  of,  your  own
righteousness? Or even your own mighty faith? Or
the sin you love?
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Uncovering how we personally live under
Law

Think about this carefully. When you commit an
immoral act and are sorry about it, what is it you
actually  want?  To  be  righteous  before  God?  But
aren’t you already, in Christ? How could you ever
be  righteous  enough?  What  are  your  reasons  for
wanting  to  no  longer  commit  any sinful  act?  Are
you  actually  trying  to  prove  yourself  as  worthy
before God? How could grace be grace unless you
needed grace?

1 Corinthians 5:

“If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The
old has passed away; behold, the new has come.
18  All  this  is  from  God,  who  through  Christ
reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry
of reconciliation;  19 that  is,  in Christ  God was
reconciling  the  world  to  himself,  not  counting
their trespasses against them”

“21  For  our  sake  he  made  him  to  be  sin  who
knew no sin, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God.”

When we trust in Jesus; when we put our faith
in Jesus - the person, not a concept; we become the
righteousness  of  God.  The old  has passed away  -
that old man that wants to exalt itself. God sees you
as his righteous one and there is nothing you ever
need  to  do  to  be  accepted  by  God  for  salvation!
Nothing! You don't need to be a holy person to be
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accepted by God – you are already accepted! You
are already God's son or daughter! You are already
a new creation! He declares  you holy already! He
puts  you under no law,  but only  under  grace!  So
why go back to law? Why try and prove yourself?
The point of Christianity is to forget about morality
and immorality when it comes to our righteousness,
because they don’t matter anymore: what matters
now is Christ. It is no longer about good and evil, it
is  now only  and  ever  about  God’s  Son,  the  Holy
One: Jesus.

Every time you commit a sinful act, what is your
approach to it? Do you tell yourself that it’s only fair
that you should have it, even just a little bit? Do you
tell yourself to pull yourself up from the bootstraps?
Do  you  go  back  to  the  idea  that  you  are  to  try
harder? Is your approach, at its core, actually a self-
righteous approach? Why are you so interested in
becoming holy? What’s your real motive? It’s only
when we see  our self-righteousness for what  it  is
that  we can even start  understanding what  God’s
righteousness is, and how we are to live in it.

And it’s then that we can start to see the beauty
of God’s purposes in sin. Because he has a purpose
for sin. He turns everything together for the good.
He will use your sin to get you to face your own self-
reliance and self-righteousness. God will  even use
sin to make you holy! 

We  will  never  find  ourselves  living  in  God's
holiness until we get to a place where our heart is
always  focused on Jesus.  Grace is  important,  but
Jesus is the dispenser of grace. We actually never
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move  on  from  this  truth  –  it's  foundational  to
everything  we  do.  Whether  we  are  Protestant,
Catholic,  or  Eastern Orthodox,  we don’t  move on
from the glorious truth that his salvation is free and
found in only Jesus. (Ephesians 2:8). After all, God
freely infused his grace,  his very person, into you
when you came to him - you didn’t have to work for
him to do that. Too many times we want to move
on. Too many times we decide that we’ve preached
this  enough  and  need  to  preach  the  “serious
business”  of  Christianity,  and we bring  out  all  of
our keys and principles and rules and regulations,
tying people up to their own good works instead of
looking at Jesus and his absolutely finished work.
We do this because we, ourselves, haven’t truly seen
our own self-righteousness for what it is. We think
Christianity  is  about  morality  versus  immorality,
when, in fact, it’s a whole new thing altogether.

When I asked above why you want to no longer
commit  a  sinful  act,  you  no  doubt  thought  to
yourself something along the lines of, “But, are you
saying I shouldn’t care? That will just lead to more
sin!  We  can’t  just  say  that  since  we’re  righteous
before  God  we  can’t  care  about  sin!”  And  that’s
exactly how we move on too quickly. Immediately
we’re  asking moral  questions without  questioning
the  reason  why  we’re  asking  such  questions.  We
have to first face the stark reality of what this all
means: that if we sin for the rest of our lives, God
still  declares  us  righteous,  because  of  the
faithfulness of Jesus and our faith in Jesus. That’s it
- no conditions, no buts or ifs. His work has secured
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our righteousness because He is the righteous one
we live in. If that upsets us, that’s because of our
self-righteousness.

What  about  repentance,  you  ask?  Well,  you’re
moving  on  too  quickly.  We’ll  get  to  repentance,
which is a relational concept, not a magical formula
for forgiveness. 

What about losing your salvation, you ask? Well,
you’re  moving  on  too  quickly.  What  if  salvation
could not be lost? But something else could be lost -
your rewards in God?

What  about  all  those  commandments  in  the
New  Testament,  including  everything  Jesus  said?
We’ll get to that.

But what about your friend - the one who gave
their life to the Lord but continues to live a life of
sin? Am I saying they can continue to live like that
and  the  Lord  will  never  condemn  them?  The
answer is YES. A resounding yes! And the same is
true for you! 

If that all seems scandalous and outrageous and
heretical  and unfair  to  you,  then  welcome  to  the
scandal  of  the  Gospel!  I’m  not  presenting
something  new  here  -  I’m  presenting  standard
Christian  theology  through  the  ages!  The  reason
why  we  often  forget  just  how  scandalous  it  is  is
because we so often move on from the scandal and
try to sanitize the Gospel.

From sanitization to sanctification
“I  find  that  still  I  cannot  preach  [self-
righteousness]  down.  Still  men  will  boast  in
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what  they  can  do,  and  mistake  the  path  to
heaven to be a road paved by their own merits,
and not a way besprinkled by the blood of the
atonement  of  Jesus  Christ.”  -  Martin  Luther

I  believe  that  Jesus  instituted  the  breaking  of
bread as something we should do regularly so that
we can be reminded, again and again and again, of
his work and of him. Holiness is free and it comes
in  Christ.  You don't  work  for  it.  This  is  why  the
eucharist  (breaking  bread)  is  often  seen  to  be  as
much a proclamation  of  the Gospel  as  preaching.
Perhaps,  given  our  present-day  preaching  across
the board, it’s actually the better proclamation!

It's  in  the doctrine of  sanctification where the
real  power  of  Christianity  is  tested.  Seeing
someone's  ear  grow  back  or  someone  paralysed
walk is amazing (and it really is) but ultimately it’s
short lived. But if God can sort out our hearts and
our habitual sins, well, he can do anything. What if
God really destroys sin in us? What joy if that were
true! Not because it means we can finally be at the
top  of  the  ladder,  but  because  it  means  we  can
finally  be human, and finally  fulfil  his mission of
perfect love on this earth!

When we begin to unlock God's real design for
holiness - what holiness really means and what it
really  looks  like  -  God's  grace  in  sanctification
suddenly  makes  sense  because  we  see  that  grace
really  is  grace,  that  even  in  sanctification  we are
free  from the  law  of  the  Old  Testament  and any
other law at all, and God is able to do immeasurably
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more than we could ask or think. God actually saves
to  the  uttermost!  (Hebrews  7:25.)  He  not  only
justifies by grace, but he sanctifies by grace! He not
only  justifies  through  faith,  but  he  sanctifies
through faith! Jesus does not just save us from the
punishment  of  sin,  but  from  sin  itself!  The  New
Testament  transforms  into  verses  and  verses  of
sheer wonder and encouragement rather than line
upon  line,  precept  upon  precept,  when  we  start
seeing  God's  promises  to  really  deal  with  our
desires  and the root  of  sin  in  our  lives.  Truly  all
things are yes in Him!
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CHAPTER THREE

The Spirit

Galatians 5:16

“But  I  say,  live  by  the  Spirit  and you will  not
carry out the desires of the flesh.”

Galatians  5:16  seems  clear  -  if  we  live  by  his
Spirit we will not carry out the desires of the flesh.
In other words, we won’t sin. 

But  how do we  live  by  His  Spirit?  You would
think  that  the  next  few verses  will  provide  some
sort of step-by-step guide as to how to do this, but it
doesn’t!

Living by the Spirit can seem very vague when
you think about it.  But I think this is because we
haven’t  really  uncovered  what  it  means  to  have
actually  died  with  Christ  to  the  sin  and  the  law.
Most Christians have no real idea on what ‘the law’
is. When we read about ‘the law’ in the scriptures
we generally think of some kind of moral obligation
that God wants us to live according to and that’s as
far  as  our  thinking  goes.  Many  of  us  think  that
Christianity is about coming to Jesus and making
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promises  that  we  will  live  good  and  moral  lives
from here on - that we would ‘try our best’ and that
Jesus will make up for any of our shortcomings in
this regard. We often think that we might be able to
perform 20 percent of what God requires, and the
good news is that Jesus fills up the rest of that 80
percent. 

But  the  truth  is  all  our  efforts  are  completely
useless  -  and  the  law  exposes  these  efforts  as
useless. So much so that it exposes not so much our
uselessness  but  our  effort  -  it  shows  that  our
problem is we think we can buy God over through
some good works, and that we can be like God, able
to discern good and evil and do good by our own
strength.

Our  relationship  to  the  law  is  particularly
difficult to understand, and coming to grips with it
can seem complicated, but we can’t ignore it or just
make  assumptions.  Until  we  understand  our
relationship  to  the  law  we’re  going  to
misunderstand  what  living  by  the  Spirit  actually
means, and live in the subsequent frustration.

All of the Torah
At  its  essence,  the  law  in  the  scriptures  is

referring to the Jewish “Torah” - the whole of God’s
teaching in the Old Testament, not just parts of it.
There’s a popular idea that “the law” only refers to
the ceremonial laws of the Old Testament, while we
are still  under obligation to the moral laws of the
Old  Testament  (encapsulated  in  the  Ten
Commandments).  I  reject  this  view  for  several
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reasons. Martin Luther rejected it too.

“An idea has spread abroad that Paul means only
the  Ceremonial  Law  -  the  ritual  of  animal
sacrifices  and  temple  worship.  It  is
extraordinary that men have called Jerome, who
invented  this  idea,  a  saint!  I  would  call  him
something else!”

“If  Paul  only  meant  the  Ceremonial  Law,  his
argument  is  meaningless.  Paul  is  contending
that  all  men  are  unrighteous  and  in  need  of
God’s  special  grace  —  the  love,  wisdom,  and
power of God by which he saves us. The result of
Jerome’s  idea  would  be  that  God’s  grace  is
needed to save us from Ceremonial Law but not
from the  Moral  Law.  But  we  cannot  keep  the
Moral  Law,  apart  from  grace!  You  can  scare
people into keeping ceremonies,  but no human
power  can force  them to  keep the Moral  Law.
Paul  is  arguing  that  we  cannot  be  justified  in
God’s sight by trying to keep the Moral Law, or
the Ceremonial Law.10”

If “the Law” only means the ceremonial law, the
scriptures that speak of it are irrelevant to everyone
else  except  Jews.  This  makes  the  Gospel  itself
irrelevant to everyone except to Jews, because as we
shall  see,  being  set  free  from  law  is  key  to  the
Gospel.  And  it’s  also  key  in  understanding  how
we’re  set  free  from sin.  Since  the Gentiles  in  the

10 Martin Luther, The Bondage of the Will - A Modern 
English Abridgment, Chapel Library, Kindle edition 
(Location 114).
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time of the New Testament were never born under
any Jewish law whatsoever (moral,  ceremonial  or
otherwise)  the  implication  of  seeing  these
scriptures  as  saying  we  are  saved  by  faith  apart
from  ceremonial  law,  but  are  under  God’s  moral
law, is effectively saying that Jesus never needed to
die at all - all God needed to do was change his laws
to exclude ceremonial laws and then invite Gentiles
in  to  follow  these  laws.  It  all  becomes  rather
meaningless and unnecessarily convoluted.

Now  it  seems to  me that,  over  and above the
literal meaning of ‘the law’ being ‘Torah’, there are
two meanings with regards to what is meant by “the
law” in the Bible - particularly the New Testament. 

1.  The  law  is  a  picture  of  any  kind  of
religious, moral, or philosophical codex.

‘The  law’  in  the  New  Testament  is  not  just
referring  to  the  Torah.  I  get  this  idea  from
Colossians 2:8 where Paul says, “Be careful not to
allow anyone  to  captivate  you through an empty,
deceitful  philosophy  that  is  according  to  human
traditions  and the  elemental  spirits  of  the  world,
and  not  according  to  Christ.”  Here  he  is  not
speaking of the Jewish Torah, especially as he calls
these  “human commands and teachings” in  verse
22  (God’s  law  is  obviously  not  human),  citing  in
verse  23  that  “Even  though  they  have  the
appearance  of  wisdom  with  their  self-imposed
worship  and  false  humility  achieved  by  an
unsparing treatment of the body – a wisdom with

42



JESUS CRUSHES SIN

no  true  value  –  they  in  reality  result  in  fleshly
indulgence.” 

In Colossians 2 Paul makes the same statements
we see him flesh out in greater detail in Romans 6,
that  we have  been  buried  with Christ  and raised
with  him  (Colossians  2:  13;  Romans  6:4).  We’ll
unpack Romans 6 in more detail in a moment, but
here we must realise that Paul argues that we are
not under these “human commands and teachings”
in  the  same  way  that  he  argues  that  we  are  not
“under  law  (Torah)”  in  Galatians  and  Romans.
Therefore I conclude that when he speaks of “the
law” Paul is using it as an example of how we use
any kind of moral code to justify ourselves and try
and be ‘like God’. Any moral code, used for our self-
righteousness, is anti-Gospel and not about Jesus.
Certainly, if God’s law does not bring righteousness
(Galatians  2:21)  how  can  any  other  law  bring
righteousness? Morality has other uses - as we shall
see - but it is not to be used to justify ourselves.

The key word here is use. The law and morality
has to be seen primarily in the light of use. We tend
to think only in the category of what it says, which
is  fair  and well  but not far  enough.  Law is  never
something on paper but is  always something that
has a use.  We have to uncover how God uses the
law so we can understand his intention with it and,
subsequently, understand what he is saying better!
Ultimately, we are looking to know God’s ways and
not just his will. 
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2. The law is God’s voice and judgement.

The “Torah” is not only a list of instructions but
is also the dynamic voice of God that speaks to the
heart  of  man in the here  and now and judges us
right here and right now. God’s Word is dynamic
and active and living. The law is actually evidence
against us - it speaks in its own way and speaks to
all of us, personally. In its speaking it shows us that
our  morality  and  efforts  to  glory  in  our  own
righteousness  is  all  a  useless  pipe  dream  that
actually puts us up against God. When we try and
justify  ourselves  before  God  by  works,  we  are
actually setting ourselves up against God. It shows
us the myriad of ways we try to do this - even of
how we try and use God’s standards and teachings
and wisdom as a justification before God, which we
hold up in front of him and say, “I did all this!” And
we continue with either, “Now you better do your
side!” or “Actually, I don’t need you!”

It’s here that we come to the Gospel. Before we
come to faith in Christ the voice we hear in any kind
of moral code, but most especially in the Word of
God, is the voice of judgement and condemnation.
The law stands and judges us. “Do not suppose that
I will accuse you before the Father,” says Jesus in
John 5:45. “The one who accuses you is Moses, in
whom you have placed your hope.” Moses penned
the Torah, and that Torah judges and accuses. This
is why even God’s most loving words can be heard
in the light of accusation. Before we got saved we
might have heard the words of Jesus plenty of times
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and felt judged and condemned by them - indeed,
we may have hated them - even when it’s clear that
the  words  indicate  that  we  can  find  salvation  in
him!  He  does  not  accuse  us,  but  the  law  brings
judgement  to  us  all.  The  “whole  world  is  guilty
before God” (Romans 3:19)  and is  subject  to  this
judgement. As sure as the sun rises tomorrow, so all
will  face  judgement  one  day.  The  voice  of
judgement goes on and on and on, and will go on
for  ever,  until  God accomplishes  all  his  purposes
and ushers in the next age. That’s why Jesus said
that “until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota,
not  a  dot,  will  pass  from  the  law  until  all  is
accomplished.” It will continue to judge us here and
now and tomorrow and the day after that and there
is no escape from it! We cannot do anything about
it!  We  try  and  silence  it  by  being  righteous  in
ourselves and living up to its requirements - but we
find that we can never fully satisfy the requirements
and we fall into despair. Then we fluctuate between
positivism and despair. Perhaps we try and change
its requirements, or we make up our own, but we
can’t even live up to our own requirements! Even
those  who  have  never  heard  of  the  Law  of  God
stand  under  judgement  to  their  law  unto
themselves (Romans 2:14-16). We stand judged no
matter what we do and we can’t do anything about
it!

One may find the voice of judgement strike the
heart via anything. As Gerhard Forde explains, this
voice is “not limited merely to what one might call
the  sphere  of  morality.  When  man  is  separated
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from God anything and everything can betray him.
The ‘voice’, for instance, can arise from something
as simple as the sudden rustling of the leaves in the
forest.11” This voice of judgement weighs the whole
world down and strikes fear into our hearts. “The
law brings about wrath” (Romans 4:15). This is one
way in which the law is used and one way God set it
up  to  be  used.  (Galatians  3:24;  Romans  3:20.)
“Cursed is everyone who does not abide in all  the
things written in the Book of the Law, to do them.”
(Galatians 3.10 citing Deuteronomy 27.26.)12 

The law, being the voice of God, is not evil.  In
fact  it  is  so  “holy,  righteous  and  good”  (Romans
7:12)  that  it  exposes  our  self-righteousness  as
utterly worthless and for what it is! You don’t see
just how dirty an old carpet is until you put it next
to a clean one!

There is no escape from the judgement to come,
which the law announces to our hearts again and
again,  on  and  on,  day  after  day,  moment  after
moment. The only escape is to die. But we can’t die
because then we go straight to judgement! 

But what if someone could die in our place? On

11 Forde gets this idea from Luther’s Lectures on 
Genesis, where Adam and Eve were frightened by the
leaves in the evening breeze. See Gerharde Forde, 
Where God Meets Man, Kindle edition (Location 
96), Augsburg Books.

12 I don’t mean we should use the Law to evangelise - 
we can, but it’s not a rule that we must. We don’t 
need to because everyone hears the voice of the Law 
all the time. We evangelise with the Gospel.
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our behalf? Basically, die before we die? And what
if that someone was found completely innocent in
judgement and therefore entered into the next age
for us? And here is the Gospel - Jesus did this! He
died on our  behalf  and opened the way for us  to
enter in, through him, and pass the judgement and
move into the next age! When we put our faith in
Jesus,  letting  go  of  our  own  righteousness  and
works,  and  look  to  him  as  our  saviour,  we  are
crucified with him and are raised with him! There is
an escape and that escape is to die - in Jesus! And
then be raised - in Jesus!

Jesus was our substitute in the sense of a person
who wins for a sports team, on their behalf.  They
play in our place, but that doesn’t mean we don’t
share  in  their  game and their  victory.  Like  Jesus
did,  when we enter  into  his  death,  we die  to  the
voice of judgement; we die to the law when we die
in him. Just like us, Jesus was “born of a woman,
born under the law.” (Galatians 4:2). Just like every
human  being,  he  lived  under  the  voice  of
judgement. But he was born “to redeem those who
were under the law, so that we may be adopted as
sons with full rights.” (Galatians 4:3). He was not
only fully righteous according to the demands of the
law but was also righteous beyond the law. For the
law demands justice, yet Jesus went beyond justice
and  forgave  when  he  was  fully  in  the  right  to
demand justice! “Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them,
for  they don't  know what  they are  doing.’”  (Luke
23:34.) It’s in this pinnacle moment that I believe
Jesus overcame the charge of condemnation in the
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law  with  love  and  broke  the  entire  (universal)
system of  justice,  especially  human righteousness
and justice.  After  all,  it  was human righteousness
that  put  him  on  the  cross!  It  was  a  showdown
between those using God’s Law to build a system of
human righteousness  and good works,  and God’s
love. Human righteousness was shown to be what it
is: merciless, cold-hearted, unloving, and ultimately
unjust. Bear in mind, the word for ‘righteousness’
in  the  Bible  often  carries  the  same  meaning  as
‘justice’. At the cross we see that God is love and not
justice, even though he is fully just.

We  would  prefer  God  to  be  justice  -  when  it
pertains  to  others,  of  course.  Because  we  see
ourselves as more righteous than them, of course.
We even  think we  are  more  righteous  than  God!
Once, when explaining to someone that a murderer
can “go to heaven” through simple faith in Jesus, I
was told  that  this  was the most outrageously  evil
thing that person had ever heard. How could God
be so unjust as to let a murderer into heaven for
just believing in Jesus? He told me flat-out he could
never worship a God that glories in being so unfair.

In Jesus we die to all of this once and for all - we
die to our self-righteousness and thus the voice of
the law - it’s accusation - is silenced. That means we
die to our own self-righteousness and our own ways
of using the law! This is why we must go through
the cross and not just talk about it. This is why it
was humanity who put Jesus on the cross. It wasn’t
just  the  Pharisees  and  religious  people,  it  was
actually all  of us, because all  of us have gone our
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own way and tried to be like God - to the point that
we’ll put God on a cross because he won’t play by
the rules!

Our  theories  of  the  atonement  are  far  less
important than the actual dying we have to do.  In
Jesus we are then raised to new life where neither
law nor sin have any more power over us. “For the
law of the life-giving Spirit in Christ Jesus has set
you free from the law of sin and death.” (Romans
8:2.) Because if we die to the law then we also die to
sin, because law tells us what sin is and exposes it
in us. “I would not have known sin except through
the law,”  says Paul  in Romans 7:7.  Or as  he also
says  in  Colossians  2:14:  “He  has  destroyed  what
was  against  us,  a  certificate  of  indebtedness
expressed in decrees opposed to us. He has taken it
away by nailing it to the cross.” He means here all
law - for if the law of God could not save, how could
any law save? So, therefore, we die to all law.

Jesus and the law
It’s at this point that one might raise all sorts of

questions on Jesus and how he used the law. After
all,  aren’t  his teachings full  of  things we ought to
do?  Aren’t  his  teachings  his  interpretation  of  the
Torah, which tells us how to live and what to do? 

Yes.  But we must first remember that Jesus is
the Word of God (John 1) which means he is  the
very Spirit  of  the Law.  Jesus’s  word carries  more
authority  than the written Law,  because he is  the
living Word, the actual Spirit of the (or behind the)
Law, the Son of God. This is why we can’t think of
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Jesus or the atonement or any Christian theology as
a principle or mechanism, but have to come to him
as a person, or we risk turning a theology into a new
kind of law. Likewise, as Christians we cannot see
the law as a mechanism for salvation, but have to
look at, and live in, the Living Word Himself, to live
a  holy  life.  Jesus’s  interpretations  of  the  Law
ultimately come back to us looking at Him and not
at the law.13

To put it another way, it’s clear through the New
Testament  narrative  that  Jesus  is  doing  multiple
things: 

(1) As the very Word of God he shows us that the
righteous  demands  of  the  Law  are  actually  far
above anything we really  imagined and can really
live up to. He shows us how we’ve turned the law
into  our  own  self-righteous  agenda,  whereas  his
intention has always been love. What we often do is
degrade the law to our level so that we can live up
to it. But Jesus raises the bar so high in all his talk
of our heart and inward motivations that our only
appropriate  response  is  to  say  that  this  is
impossible. Like the disciples we are to say, “Then
who can be saved?” and Jesus responds, “What is
impossible for mere humans is  possible for God.”
(Luke 18:26, 27). 

(2)  This  is  why  Jesus  repeatedly  points  to
himself as our saviour and not the law, because he
is the Living Word and the only one who can live up
to  the  standards  of  God,  whose  work  is  the  only

13 A Psalm like Psalm 119 makes a lot of sense in this 
light.

50



JESUS CRUSHES SIN

work ever acceptable to God. We are to trust in Him
and not ourselves. 

(3)  After  we  place  our  trust  in  Jesus,  Jesus’
interpretations of the law then turn into promises.
He  shows  how  anyone  who  believes  in  him  as
saviour, who has faith, can live in His living words -
His life of holiness becomes our life and we live that
life out in faith. Does that sound still  impossible?
Well, good, that’s the point. We are exhorted then
at every step to put our trust back in Jesus because
what is impossible for man is possible for God.

Once  we’re  saved  the  words  of  Jesus  are
refreshing and full of encouragement and no longer
full  of  condemnation  and  judgement.  We  don’t
follow his interpretations of the law to be saved, we
trust in him and live in Him and then we can live
out his perfect love. This is why John summarises it
like this:

“Now this is his commandment: that we believe
in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one
another, just as he gave us the commandment.”
(1 John 3:22-23.)

We can do those things  he commands for  the
purposes of love and his mission, and for rewards
(note how many times Jesus speaks of reward - we
will cover this in the next chapter). We do the exact
same thing with all of the Old Testament, including
the books of wisdom. Unless we choose to go back
under  the  law  (try  and  save  ourselves)  however,
which  puts  us  under  the  system  and  voice  of

51



RYAN PETER

condemnation.  This is  why we ought to approach
Jesus’s words in faith to hear the voice of love and
not the voice of judgement. 

The key is faith
Ultimately, Jesus’s teachings and the scriptures

encourage us to remain in faith. For example, one
can see the parable of the sower in Luke 8 to either
encourage us to good works and to adjusting our
hearts, or to encourage us to hold onto the word of
faith. “But as for the seed that landed on good soil,
these  are  the  ones  who,  after  hearing  the  word,
cling to it with an honest and good heart, and bear
fruit  with  steadfast  endurance.”  (Luke  8:15.)  We
have to ask: what is the word? What is it that Jesus
is primarily talking about? It boils down to the two
commandments - believe in the one God has sent
(Jesus) and then love one another.

Note that the New Testament is not just about
his teachings but also about his actions - because
God is a god of action, not just instruction. I think
many  Christians  who  want  to  focus  on  Jesus’
commands as  a  way of  claiming  that  salvation  is
also  by  works  miss  the  things  Jesus  also  did  -
including  his  dying  and rising  again.  Because  we
would then see that our works are actually what put
Jesus  on  the  cross!  This  is  almost  put  on  the
backburner while social justice starts becoming the
main point.

Jesus lifts  himself  up as  the law,  the Word of
God in the flesh - instead of following words on a
page we are to follow Him in relationship, living by
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the  Spirit.  We  are  not  “under  law”  but  “under
Christ”. Thus we enter into seeing what living in the
Spirit looks like by looking at Jesus. We understand
that we live by faith - the faith that has conquered
the world (1 John 5:4). We understand that we live
by  his  faithfulness.  (Galatians  2.)  What  God  is
putting  to  death  in  the  cross  is  our  own  self-
righteousness and its fruit: unbelief. 

The Holy Spirit is not our help
It’s now that we must come to realise that the

way  we  often  speak  of  the  Spirit  ‘helping’  or
‘empowering’  us  in  our  progress  in  righteousness
often re-affirms living by law.  We speak as  if  the
Holy Spirit is some kind of mechanism or tool we
must put to use to climb the ladder of virtue. We
also talk about 'principles' and 'keys' when we speak
of holiness  and living the Christian life.  We’ll  say
that living by the Spirit means that we do certain
things and we don’t do certain things, but all of this
sort of thinking and speaking leads us into a works-
based Christianity that takes away the focus from
Jesus and puts it onto our own righteousness. It all
becomes a religion for the winners.  It  all  puts us
under  the  law.  We’ve  somehow managed  to  turn
‘live by the Spirit’ into a law, therefore completely
sabotaging what living by the Spirit is about!

This  is  why,  ultimately,  Christianity  can  lead
into  despair,  not  life,  because  we  can't  get  it  to
work,  because  it  puts  us  to  work!  Perhaps  the
winners in life are able to get all this to work, and
they have the privilege  of  enjoying the pride that
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comes with that ability,  but the rest of us have to
live in the gutter of despair. 

Scripturally speaking, however, we find that God
has  not  given  us  principles  and  keys  but  he  has
given us himself. This is very different. Christians
the world over agree with this statement but very
few of us think about what it means. Imagine if a
husband  gives  a  wedding  ring  to  his  fiancée  but
never gives himself to her. What did she really want
from him? A ring?  Or him? Obviously  the latter.
But we seem to more often think of God in limited,
distant terms - as a helper rather than as our very
life.

God  isn't  giving  us  power,  he  is  giving  us
himself, and then living through us! In the book of
Acts  we’re seeing more than just  empowerment -
we’re seeing God act. When the Holy Spirit fills us
he is tying us closer into God. We aren't 'receiving'
the Spirit we are actually being received into Him.
The picture of baptism is one where we are baptised
into him, not that he is baptised into us! This is an
important distinction. If we are going to talk of the
baptism  of  the  Spirit  we  better  make  sure  we
remember exactly who is dying - us - and who is
living - Jesus! 

Dying  is  the  key  here.  Unless  we  die  to  our
righteousness  and  constant  thirst  to  climb  some
sort of ladder of virtue, we actually will always think
of the Spirit as a divine force that polishes up our
Old Man. So this is where ‘the law’ comes in. God
has not given us his standards to live by so that we
can use them as a guideline to climb the ladder of

54



JESUS CRUSHES SIN

virtue,  but  rather  his  standards  are  used  as
evidence against us. It’s by the law that we see how
badly we can’t live up to true righteousness.

Why there is no inward battle within us
Now we’re going to get a bit controversial.  It’s

common to think of our Christian life as an inward
battle of sin where we have to ‘overcome the flesh’.
Typically we hear statements like, “feed the Spirit,
starve the flesh.” This all puts us under a law, and
as  I  will  show  from  Romans  6  -  8,  Paul  goes
through great lengths to show that one of the key
ways to live by the Spirit is to put away the law.

I would advise you get a Bible and follow these
scriptures closely for this next little section because
I'll  be providing a detailed commentary. I suggest
you read Romans 6, 7 and 8 yourself and note the
following:

1.  The  tenses  used.  See  how  the  past  tense
prevails  throughout  the  verses  -  the  verses
emphatically  say  we  have died  to  sin  and are  no
longer slaves to it. Go look at it yourself. There’s no
ifs or buts - we are no longer slaves to sin! “Having
been  freed  from  sin,  you  became  enslaved  to
righteousness.” (Romans 6:18.)

2. The flip of tenses in Romans 7:14 from a past
tense to a present tense, and for only a few verses.
These  verses  are  very  often  used  to  show  that
Christians still  struggle with sin. Verse 15 is often
the clincher  -  “For I  don’t  understand what I  am
doing. For I do not do what I want – instead, I do
what I hate.”
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But that seems to contradict all the other verses.
If I do what I don’t want to do, am I not then a slave
to sin? Yes, I would be. But then why did Paul say
we are no longer slaves to sin?

3. The argument of how law leads to living in the
flesh.

The  tense  he  is  using  in  this  portion  of  the
scriptures is  the historical-present tense,  which is
when  we  use  the  present  tense  to  narrate  past
events, usually used to create tension and drama in
fiction. (For fun I've made use of this tense in the
preceding sentence – see how I wrote “the tense he
is using”?) Why is this important? Because it means
that  Paul  isn’t  relating  the  proper  Christian
experience at all in verse 7:15, but in fact - in the
context of the preceding and following portions - he
is  relating  his  experiences  of  living  under  Law;
about what it was like before he became a Christian
and what it is like when a Christian puts themselves
back under law.

The argument is that the law negates walking by
the Spirit. Note that Paul says explicitly, “Who will
rescue us from this  body of  death?  Thanks  be to
Jesus  Christ  our  Lord!”  (Romans  7:25.)  He  then
moves  into  speaking  about  living  by  the  Spirit,
noting in 8:9 that “You… are not in the flesh but in
the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God lives in you.” 

In  other  words,  do you belong to  Christ?  Yes,
you  do  -  you  have  come  to  faith  in  him.  If  we
continue to work backwards we see that Jesus came
to condemn sin in the flesh (vs 3). We are told, in a
matter-of-fact  way,  that  we  actually  do  not  walk
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according  to  the flesh but according  to  the Spirit
(verse 4 - it’s not a command, it’s a statement). If
we go further back we've also been told in Romans
6:6  that  we  have  already  crucified  our  flesh  in
Christ! Romans 7:5 then also says that we “were in
the flesh”. 

Romans 8:13 then pops up and says “For if you
live according to the flesh, you will die, but if by the
Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body you
will live.” So we should ask a simple question: why,
if the flesh has been crucified and we were in the
flesh and we no longer walk in the flesh and have
been told that we already walk by the Spirit, must
we put to death the misdeeds of the body and make
sure  we  are  not  walking  by  the  flesh  but  by  the
Spirit?  Paul  would  be backtracking  everything he
has stated in Romans 6 and the beginning of 7, and
everything in chapter 8 would also make no sense!
Paul specifically tells us that we have received the
Spirit  of  adoption (Romans 8:15)  which does  not
make us slaves! We have received the Spirit and are
no longer slaves to the flesh!

So what is Paul talking about in Romans 7:7-24,
and then 8:13? He is highlighting that if you try and
live according to the law you will end up living a life
of frustration because you will end up living a life of
sin. Living under law means you live “according to
the flesh” and cannot put to death the misdeeds of
the body that way. Why would you try to live under
law? Because you are being self-righteous. You are
not walking in faith but in unbelief. The law shows
us how deep our self-righteousness goes, and how
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utterly  worthless  our  own  righteousness  is.
However, if you forget that idea and see your self-
righteousness for what it is and live by the Spirit,
you will put to death the deeds of the body. Human
moralism leads to immorality. We are not to live in
the  morality  versus  immorality  sphere,  but  in
Christ,  which  is  something  entirely  different  and
new.

Therefore Paul is  not instructing us to kill  the
flesh or the misdeeds of the body in Romans 8:13 as
if we’re meant to be engaged in some semi-eternal
struggle against our desires. If it were that sort of
instruction it would negate everything said before it
and everything said after it! Paul is stating a simple
fact that anyone who lives by the flesh (an unsaved
person) will die but anyone who lives by the Spirit
(a saved person) will put the misdeeds of the body
to death,  by staying dead to the law, or,  to put it
positively,  continuously  living  in  Christ.  He
summarises this same argument in another popular
scripture  that’s  often  erroneously  used  to  show
some  inward  battle  in  the  Christian  between  the
flesh and the Spirit: 

Galatians 5:16 

16  But I say, live by the Spirit and you will not
carry out the desires of the flesh. 17  For the flesh
has desires that are opposed to the Spirit,  and
the  Spirit  has  desires  that  are  opposed  to  the
flesh, for these are in opposition to each other,
so that you cannot do what you want. 18  But if
you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the
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law.

24  Now  those  who  belong  to  Christ  have
crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.
25 If we live by the Spirit, let us also behave in
accordance with the Spirit. 

Why on earth does he bring the law in at verse
18  after  speaking  about  the  flesh  and  the  Spirit
being opposed to each other? Precisely because he
is saying that you walk by the Spirit by not living by
the law!

You do not live by the law and say that is living
by the Spirit. We often claim that in our teachings -
presenting some positive holy lifestyle that is ‘proof’
we  are  living  by  the  Spirit.  That’s  heading  for
disaster!  You  will  find  yourself  living  in  Romans
7:15 all the time, doing the things you don’t want to
do!

If you want to know how you live by the Spirit
this  is  how:  do  not  put  yourself  under  the  law.
Rather, you live by faith in Jesus - not reliance on
yourself. The first thing to understand about being
led  by  the  Spirit  isn’t  that  it’s  about  doing
something, in a manner of speaking, it’s about not
doing something: going back to law. You don't do
anything, rather you put something away - the law
and your self-righteousness. Any law. You put away
your  own  dead  works  (Hebrews  6:1)  and  live  by
faith in Jesus and his work, looking forward to your
inheritance  to  come  and  forgetting  what  lies
behind. You live in Christ, not in the Law, and the
way to stop living in Christ is to go back to the law!
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If you do not go back to law then you, since you are
in Christ, will live by the Spirit! 

If you weren’t in Christ you could never do this,
and not living by the law would lead only to further
sin, as we need restraint when we’re unsaved. But
you’ve died in Christ! This is why Paul can say in
Colossians 3:5 that we must “put to death whatever
in your nature belongs to the earth” because he has
said  in  the  previous  verses  that  we  have  been
“raised with Christ” and “have died” and our “life is
hidden with Christ in God.” He speaks of how we
have  already  been  “clothed  with  the  new  man”
(verse 10). How do we do all this? By staying dead
to the law - a miracle of God, yes - so we trust in
Jesus, making him our single focus.

Therefore,  this  doesn’t  mean  that  you  can  sin
and  call  that  living  by  the  Spirit,  because  you’ve
died to sin too, so how can you live in it any longer?
Or as John says, “Everyone who has been fathered
by God does not practice sin,  because God’s seed
resides  in  him,  and  thus  he  is  not  able  to  sin,
because he has been fathered by God.” (1 John 3:9).
Being  fathered  by  God  is  very  different  to  living
under law! “There is no condemnation to those who
belong to Christ  Jesus” (Romans 8:1)  since those
who belong to Christ Jesus are no longer under the
judgement of the law but are under God’s grace! As
Paul says in Romans 7:6, we’ve “been released from
the law,  because we have died to what controlled
us, so that we may serve in the new life of the Spirit
and not under the old written code.”  

The voice of judgement in the law has effectively
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been  shut  off  from  you  completely.  It  no  longer
controls you. Along with it, the voice of sin has been
shut off. It,  too, no longer controls you. You have
become  (past  tense)  a  slave  to  righteousness
(Romans 6:18). To Christ’s righteousness! You are
free from both law and sin because you have died
with  Christ!  You  are  under  no  obligation  to  sin
(Romans 8:12). 

Therefore, day by day, go through the cross and
die in Christ. This is what it means to “die to self” -
to die to our self-righteousness and live in Christ,
the righteousness of God. This is what it means to
repent  -  to  pick  up  our  cross  (die  to  our  self-
righteousness) and follow Jesus. To put our faith in
him  and  not  ourselves.  To  repent  of  dead  works
(Hebrews  6:1)  means  we,  daily,  rely  on  Christ’s
mercy and grace and work and love, refusing to get
on the ladder of human virtue.

Romans 7:15, where Paul says he does things he
doesn’t  want  to  do,  therefore  does  not  apply  to
Christians and the context of that is clear.  Unless
the Christian decides to put himself under law - any
law,  even  if  it’s  some principle  or  programme or
Christian spiritual  growth practice.  That  will  lead
only  to  frustration  and  disappointment  and
confusion  and  even  more  sin.  In  fact,  we  even
invent  sins  to  satisfy  our  newly  created  laws  on
what  Christian  morality  should  look  like.  For
example,  we  make  listening  to  certain  kinds  of
music a “sin” and so on. But who rescues us from
our  body  of  death?  “Thanks  be  to  God  through
Jesus  Christ  our  Lord!”  (Romans  7:25.)  Don’t  go

61



RYAN PETER

back to the old man who seeks to be like God and
be righteous and shine in its own power and glory -
but be a human being who God created to be only
righteous because of his righteousness!  That's  the
crux of what it means to “put to death the misdeeds
of the body by the Spirit” in Romans 8:13. There is
not some kind of dualism and endless fight within
us! You are not putting your sins to death, you are
letting the Spirit put them to death by entering into
the death  of  Christ  that  puts  the law to  death  in
your life and puts your self-righteousness to death
and, subsequently, sin. Live by faith in Christ and
leave law alone completely,  and you are being led
by the Spirit. 

There are so many ways we go back to law. For
example,  every  time you  don’t  do  “that  sin”  that
seems to come back again and again, do you run a
mental  record  of  how long  it’s  been  since  you’ve
done it? That’s going back to the law - who cares
how  long  you  haven’t  done  it  for?  What’s  your
sobriety got to do with the Gospel? Nothing! You’ve
died to your sobriety and now live in Christ! Forget
your righteousness and look to Jesus! 

It’s  common  for  us  to  think,  “But  hang  on  -
surely I need to at least be trying to put my sins to
death?” Well, what for? Is the power of Christ not
good enough? Do you need to somehow add to what
God  can  do?  Did  Jesus  die  for  nothing?  “If
righteousness  could  come  through  the  law,  then
Christ died for nothing!” (Galatians 2:21.) Your self-
righteousness will tell you that God gives you points
for at least “trying”, and you for some reason need
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these points, but I imagine God probably scratches
his head wondering what on earth you’re doing. As
Paul says in Galatians 3: 

1 You foolish Galatians! Who has cast a spell on
you? Before your eyes Jesus Christ  was vividly
portrayed as crucified! 2 The only thing I want to
learn from you is this: Did you receive the Spirit
by  doing the works  of  the  law or  by  believing
what you heard? 3 Are you so foolish? Although
you began with the Spirit, are you now trying to
finish by human effort? 4 Have you suffered so
many things for nothing? – if indeed it was for
nothing. 5 Does God then give you the Spirit and
work  miracles  among  you  by  your  doing  the
works of the law or by your believing what you
heard?

I  could  go  on  and  on  about  this  as  the  New
Testament is hardly silent on the foolishness of our
self-righteousness.  If  you  ask  the  Holy  Spirit  to
show you how you personally go back to law, I’m
confident  that  he’ll  show  you.  Let  him  be  your
father, after all. So when it comes to your sin issue -
whatever it is - there is no secret formula or word of
infinite  wisdom  or  silver  bullet  that  you  can  put
into practice that’s going to sort it out. There is only
the  death  of  your  self-righteousness  through  the
cross, by faith in Christ,  that’s going to bring you
into new life and where you are a “new creature” (2
Corinthians 5:17).  This is what resurrection life is
about!  “For Christ is  the end of the law, with the
result that there is righteousness for everyone who
believes.” (Romans 10:4.)
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“Since Christ is now living in me, He abolishes
the Law,  condemns  sin,  and destroys  death  in
me.  These  foes  vanish  in  His  presence.  Christ
abiding in me drives out every evil. This union
with Christ delivers me from the demands of the
Law, and separates me from my sinful self.  As
long as I abide in Christ, nothing can hurt me.”14

Declaring the Gospel and moving to
inheritance

Let  Christ  and  the  reality  of  His  person,
therefore,  fill  you  with  faith.  “Faith  comes  from
what is heard, and what is heard comes through the
preached word of Christ.” (Romans 10:17.) 

This leads me into mentioning a brief word on
Christian worship, as probably summarised best in
Acts 2:42: 

“They were devoting themselves to the apostles’
teaching  and  to  fellowship,  to  the  breaking  of
bread and to prayer.”

These four things they devoted themselves to all
have  to  do  with  the  declaration  of  the  word  of
Christ,  that  word  of  faith  in  Christ,  which  we  as
Christians need to hear and live in again and again.

14 Martin Luther, Commentary on the Epistle to the 
Galatians, translated by Theodore Graebner, Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1949. Chapter 2, pp. 68-85. See 
www.iclnet.org/pub/resources/text/wittenberg/luth
er/gal/web/gal2-17.html
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They have nothing to do with our own virtue (even
though many preach that they do). When I speak of
hearing I am thinking of the Hebrew word shema
which means to hear and obey and act accordingly.
Jews recite the “shema prayer” every morning and
evening, which contains the words of Deuteronomy
6:4-9 that includes:

“These words that I command you today shall be
in  your  heart.   And  you  shall  teach  them
diligently to your children, and you shall speak
of  them when you sit  at  home,  and when you
walk along the way, and when you lie down and
when you rise up.  And you shall bind them as a
sign on your hand, and they shall be for frontlets
between your eyes. And you shall write them on
the doorposts of your house and on your gates.”

So we are to be devoted to the freedom and word
of Christ - the word that God commands us today.
What  is  that  word?  To  believe  in  Jesus.  We  are
devoted to  the apostles’  teaching on this.  We are
devoted  to  the  fellowship  of  the  saints.  We  are
devoted  to  the  breaking  of  bread.  And  we  are
devoted to prayer. These things declare the word of
Christ  both to  us  and to  others,  and even to  the
world.  This  has  nothing  to  do  with  our  self-
righteousness,  this has to do with the things that
speak death to our self-righteousness. And how do
we  act  accordingly  to  this  word?  By  not  putting
ourselves under law and by believing in Jesus!

This  is  why  I  was  so  emphatic  in  the  first
chapters of the book that we move on from our free
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justification  in  Christ  too  quickly.  Instead  of
listening to the voice of God in Christ we want to
listen to the voice of law in our principles and keys,
and  then  we  hear  the  voice  of  condemnatory
judgement! Jesus is the Gospel - the Word of God
(as John 1 says). His words are life to you because
now the only voice open to you is the voice of God’s
abundant,  never-ceasing,  unrelenting  grace  and
love and joy and abundant life. What is open to you
is  the  resting  place  of  God,  as  Hebrews  3  and  4
explains. What is open to you is your inheritance in
Christ - the “more” God wants to give you. What is
open to you is God’s power to really deal with sin
and  to  really  deal  with  your  flesh  -  your  sinful
nature.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The God who acts in us

1 Peter 1:13

“13  Therefore  prepare  your  minds  for  action;
discipline  yourselves;  set  all  your  hope  on  the
grace that Jesus Christ will bring you when he is
revealed.  14  Like  obedient  children,  do  not  be
conformed to the desires that you formerly had
in ignorance. 15 Instead, as he who called you is
holy, be holy yourselves in all your conduct; 16
for  it  is  written,  ‘You  shall  be  holy,  for  I  am
holy.’”

In the scripture above Peter is quoting Leviticus
11:45. We are to be holy, for God is holy. But what
does this mean? 

The Gospel doesn't just end with saying we are
justified before God because of Christ. It continues
in saying that we are also sanctified (past tense) in
the  Holy  Spirit  because  of  Christ.  “But  you  were
washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit
of our God.” (1 Corinthians 6:11)

Note  that  you  were  sanctified,  says  the  verse.
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Past  tense.  When  you  were  justified  you  were
sanctified. This means, therefore, that as far as God
is concerned, you are already holy.

1 Peter 2:9

“9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood,
a holy nation, a people for his own possession,
that  you may proclaim the excellencies  of  him
who  called  you  out  of  darkness  into  his
marvelous light.  10 Once you were not a people,
but now you are God's people; once you had not
received  mercy,  but  now  you  have  received
mercy. 

Here, in this verse, we see that God has declared
us to be a holy people. The verse doesn’t say that
“one day” we’ll be holy, or that we need to work on
being holy, but says we are already holy, as far as
God is concerned! 

This  is  a  stunning  truth,  but  I  know the  next
question. It goes something like this: “But if I look
at my life,  I  don’t  see that.  I’ve still  got so much
stuff.” Well, before we get to that (and we will) we
need  to  explore  this  amazing  truth  of  being
declared as sanctified in more detail.

So what does it mean to be sanctified already?
What does it mean to be declared as holy by God?
Well,  firstly  we can  see  that  holiness  is  a  gift.  It
depends on Christ and not on us. The word “holy”
or  “sanctified”  means  “set  apart”.  When  we  first
came to believe on Jesus we were set apart by God.
We  became  his  special  possession,  part  of  his
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people. Jesus purchased this for you - “I set myself
apart on their behalf, so that they too may be truly
set  apart.”  (John  17:19.)  We  never  declared
ourselves as  set  apart  for God,  and neither  could
we. It is God that sets apart, God that declares who
his people are, and God who makes anyone holy. It
is  all  possible  because  of  Christ,  who set  himself
apart on our behalf, who sanctified himself so that
we may be sanctified. In another translation: “And
for  their  sakes  I  sanctify  myself,  that  they
themselves also may be sanctified in truth.” (John
17:19 ASV).

This is  interesting language that Jesus uses.  It
shows  us  a  remarkable  truth:  holiness  is  both
because  of  him  and  only  found in  him.  Holiness
isn’t given to you as a gift in the sense that you must
now be responsible for it. Holiness is not depriving
yourself of all the good things God gives us in our
lives.  Rather,  holiness  is  something  that  he,
exclusively, has, and he covers you with his holiness
and, as a result, you are declared as holy by God. It
is  only within his holiness,  not our own (as if we
had  any  holiness  anyway)  that  we  become
conformed to his  image (Romans 8:29)  from one
degree of glory to another (2 Corinthians 3:18).

Now  you  cannot  be  more  set  apart  than  set
apart. You are either set apart or you are not. And
you are set apart! All you did was believed in Jesus
and it was done! You were declared holy, you were
made  the  righteousness  of  God.  All  you  did  was
trust in his work, not your own. All you did was lay
down your own efforts and decided to rather trust
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in Jesus.
This  should  lead  us  into  some  startling

revelations. Perhaps the first one is this: the quest
to become holy is a distraction. It is not the quest
God  has  put  before  us.  As  mentioned  in  the
previous chapters we are not climbing a ladder of
virtue.  All  this  talk  of  becoming  holy  and
progressing and so on is a complete red herring. It
can even lead us into despising God's very creation,
claiming  that  we  must  deprive  ourselves  of  good
things  because  they  are  a  'distraction'  and
'stumbling block' to the cause of becoming virtuous.
We  ought  to  neither  deprive  ourselves  of  good
things,  or  lust  after  them,  but  remain  content  in
what God gives – which I believe is a big secret of
living a joyous life. If this all sounds scandalous to
you, well it is. That’s the point. Unlike every other
religion  or  philosophy  or  psychological  approach,
the Gospel is not a self-improvement programme,
or  some  ascetic  set  of  disciplines  that  deny
everything  to  you,  or  a  spiritual  spice  with  nice
goosebumps.  It  is  a  miraculous  act  of  God  in
history.

This  leads  to  a  second  startling  revelation:
sanctification  is  not  a  process.  Rather,
sanctification  is  an  act  of  God  in  you.  We could
think of it as a series of acts or as one continuous
act, and in that sense think of it as growing, but all
this ‘growing’ is actually in the context of faith and
Christ and his love, and an enjoyment of that love.
It is when we know the love of Christ that we are
filled with all the fullness of God (Ephesians 3:19).
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His very joy becomes our joy, which makes any sin
something we could never actually want. Love can
grow, and indeed it should, but do we think of love
as a process? If we do we might have missed it! My
love relationship with my wife is not a process, it’s
an amazing relationship!

Whenever we think of holiness as a process or as
progressive and so on we make it easy for ourselves
to  think  that  there  is  something  we  ought  to  be
doing to help the whole project along, as if we can
add  to  our  holiness  in  some  way  and  make  it
perfect, as if the point of the Christian life is to, with
God’s  “help”  through  the  Spirit’s  “power”,  be  a
better person this year than last, or someone more
'dedicated'  and  less  interested  in  'worldly  things'
(or,  in  Prosperity  Gospel  cases,  getting  more
'worldly things'), and so on.  15I don’t mean to be a
stickler with words, but words are there to convey
meaning. I can’t tell you the amount of times people
have  told  me  that  they  are  so  grateful  to  God
because he has made them a better person. Often it
is admitted that it’s all because of God’s grace but I
always get the sense of some kind of spiritual pride
behind it, because I think the focus is wrong. When
we  say  such  things  I  think  we  really  haven’t
understood the law and the gospel.  We think we

15 This is one reason why I don’t really like the term 
“progressive sanctification” even though it has 
developed to be the term people use. I feel the term 
is misleading. Perhaps in the past it wasn’t, but in 
our language today it is not quite conveying the right 
picture.
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have ‘improved’ because we have a low view of the
Law’s  requirements,  and thus a low view of what
grace really means. Grace is not self-improvement,
grace is something entirely different. It takes us off
the  treadmill  of  ‘becoming  a  better  person’
completely  and  puts  us  into  something  far  more
glorious and new and powerful. “And we all,  with
unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are
being transformed into the same image [of Christ]
from one degree of glory to another. For this comes
from  the  Lord  who  is  the  Spirit.”  (2  Corinthians
3:18.) Note who is doing the transforming in this
scripture  — and note  that  we are  actually  beings
transformed  into  the  glorified  Christ’s  image!
‘Transformed’ is a very strong word as opposed to
‘getting a bit better’. We are not ‘becoming better’
as if all we needed was the old us to be improved a
bit  to become like the glorious  Son. We are born
again and are now new creatures! The old has gone
and the new has come! (2 Corinthians 5:17.) 

Being  set  apart  (”sanctified”  or  “holy”)  also
means  that  we  are  set  apart  for something.
Otherwise the phrase ‘set apart’ is nonsense. What
we see in the scriptures is that God sets us apart for
two  things:  Firstly,  himself.  Secondly,  for  his
purposes. We see both of these highlighted in the
scripture from Peter above: we are “a people for his
own  possession”,  “that  [we]  may  proclaim  the
excellencies of him who called [us] out of darkness
into his marvelous light.” 

We have to have the first before the second. But
unfortunately we often place the second before the
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first.  We’re  very  interested  in  what  is  going  on
outside and use that as a litmus test for what God is
doing inside, whether it is ourselves we’re judging
or others. But sanctification is first God’s powerful
work  in  us  that  produces  God’s  powerful  work
through us. Jesus constantly taught that the heart is
his principle concern (Mark 7:15, Luke 12:34). 

We will  therefore first explore,  in the next few
chapters, what it means to have God working in us.

Set apart for God
To  be  set  apart  for  God  as  his  own  special

possession means that God will have us as we are,
regardless  of  how  we  feel  about  ourselves  and
regardless  of  how  we  judge  and  weigh  up  our
actions  and  sins.  We  often  think  that  since  God
wants us for himself,  and he is  holy,  we ought to
make  sure  we  are  holy.  But  this  gets  it  all
completely wrong. God declared us holy already in
Christ, so what exactly would we be doing by trying
to become holy? We’ll  be putting ourselves under
law, that’s what. How do we become holy, anyway?
All  of  our  formulas  that  try  and  answer  that
question lead us into despair. All this really is is our
old  man  of  self-righteousness  trying  to  take  up
some new endeavour. “Although you began with the
Spirit,  are  you  now  trying  to  finish  by  human
effort?”  (Galatians  3:3.)  We’ve  discussed  the
foolishness  of  this  in  the  previous  chapter.  God
created us to enjoy and be alive and to love, not to
take up some programme.  A sure-fire way to not
live holy is to try and work at making yourself holy.
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You will end up under the condemnation of the law
and will  think Christianity  has zero power.  But it
doesn’t. The trouble is you aren’t actually living in it
but are living in the shadow of it.

God’s  first  action  in  you  in  sanctification  is
making you his very own. You are part of the bride
of Christ. (Ephesians 5:25-27.) He really and truly
loves you and is actively working in you to rid you
of sin because of what sin does to you and to others,
not because of what sin does to him. Sin is not some
kind of kryptonite for God – he isn't made weak in
the presence of sin like Superman is made weak in
the presence of kryptonite. He doesn’t turn his face
from you when you sin and say,  “You’re ugly.  Go
put on some make-up and then come back.”  Our
attempts  at  making  ourselves  holy  are  really
nothing  more  than  make-up  and  can  make  no
change  to  what’s  inside.  He is  not  so superficial!
God  doesn't  run  away  from us  when we  sin  and
hide  away,  and  we  are  not  separated  from  him
when we sin when we are already in Christ.  That
might come as a shock to you.  The idea of being
separated from God by sin is one that only applies
to  those  living  under  Law  (Isaiah  59  is  Old
Covenant). If you wish to live under Law you can
bet that your sins will separate Him from you. But
in grace and under Christ the story is very different.
God will use sin to fulfil his holy purposes. God is
happy to use sin to expose our  self-righteousness
and reliance on law, so that we would run to Jesus
and the cross and the resurrection, and thus be in
the place where we finally relent and let him act in
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us and do his work of sanctification, ridding us of
sin with its wages of death  (Romans 6:23). Sin does
have consequences and God does discipline us and
is  just,  meaning  he  will  allow  us  to  suffer  the
consequences -  but for the purpose of  having the
sin out of our lives. For while the wages of sin might
be  death,  “the  gift  of  God is  eternal  life  through
Jesus Christ our Lord.” So be free to enjoy your new
life! 

Job,  a  righteous  man  by  human  accounts,
encountered tragedy in his life. God let it happen.
Throughout  the  book  of  Job  he  questions  God’s
justice,  while three of his friends tell  him that he
must  have  sinned  for  this  tragedy  to  have  come
upon him: there can be no other answer. Job can’t
accept that because, as far as he is  concerned, he
never  sinned.  Then,  towards  the  end,  a  fourth
person speaks by the name of Elihu. He had been
there the whole time but never spoke because he
was  the  youngest.  Note  what  it  says  in  Job  32:

Job 32

1  So  these  three  men  refused  to  answer  Job
further,  because  he  was  righteous  in  his  own
eyes. 2 Then Elihu son of Barakel the Buzite, of
the family of Ram, became very angry. He was
angry with Job for justifying himself rather than
God.  3  With  Job’s  three  friends  he  was  also
angry,  because  they  could not  find an answer,
and  so  declared  Job  guilty.  4  Now  Elihu  had
waited  before  speaking  to  Job,  because  the
others were older than he was. 5 But when Elihu
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saw that the three men had no further reply, he
became very angry.

Job  had tried  to  justify  himself  rather  than  God.
Isn’t  that  interesting?  He had  come  to  the  point
where  he  was  questioning  God’s  justice,  because
God seemingly lets some wicked people off the hook
while some righteous people suffer. Job had made
his righteousness all about himself. He thought his
righteousness was good enough when it could never
be. This leads me to the conclusion that God was
dealing  with  Job’s  self-righteousness  and  this  is
actually  the  point  of  the  whole  book.  When  God
finally arrives, Job realises that his righteousness is
nothing and that  God is  the  only  Holy  One.  God
then  rebukes  his  three  friends  but  never  rebukes
Elihu, because Elihu obviously spoke the truth. 

With all this in mind, there’s something else that
Elihu  says  that  I  find  very  interesting:  

Job 35:6-8

If  you  sin,  how  does  it  affect  God?  If  your
transgressions are many, what does it do to him?

If you are righteous, what do you give to God, or
what does he receive from your hand?

Your  wickedness  affects  only  a  person  like
yourself, and  your  righteousness  only  other
people.
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The reality is our sins or our righteousness do not
affect  God. These things affect us,  personally  and
communally.  God  disciplines  those  he  loves
(Hebrews 12:6) and ultimately destroys the wicked.
He  does  not  take  joy  in  destroying  anyone,
however.  (Ezekiel  18:23.)  Yes  David  did  say
“Against you, you only, have I sinned,” (Psalm 51:4)
but  that’s  not  the  same  as  saying  that  God  runs
away from sin or wants nothing to do with us when
we  sin  (David’s  story  proves  the  very  opposite).
What does sin really do to God? Likewise, he is not
affected by your righteousness. What can you give
to God? Does he need your righteousness?

So this is why we have to always remember that
we are set apart by God for God, and this means he
is  faithful  in  his  promises  to  us  to  make  his
declaration  of  our  sanctification  a  tangible  and
active  work  in  our  lives.  This  is  why  the  Bible
speaks of moving onto maturity  (Hebrews 6:1)  or
being perfected in love (1 John 4:17). We will look
at  these  scriptures  in  more  detail  in  further
chapters,  but  for  now we have to  remember  that
God’s work in us is done in our union with Christ as
his initiating, continual, unceasing work. 

Union with Christ
“The  Lord  thus  has  redeemed  us  through  His
own blood, giving His soul for our souls, and His
flesh for our flesh, and has also poured out the
Spirit  of  the  Father  for  the  union  and
communion of God and man, imparting indeed
God to men by means of the Spirit, and, on the
other hand,  attaching man to God by His own
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incarnation,  and  bestowing  upon  us  at  His
coming immortality durably and truly, by means
of communion with God.16”

This  quote from Iraneaus  is  one of  many that
point to the idea of recapitulation. “Recapitulation”
basically means, “to go back and do it again.” When
Jesus  was  incarnated  in  the  virgin  Mary,  God
united  the  divine  nature  with  human  nature,
opening up the way in which we can be united with
the  divine.  As  Peter  says,  this  means  we  become
“partakers  of  the  divine  nature”.  (2  Peter  1:3.)
Jesus, as the “second Adam” (as Paul calls Jesus in
Romans 5:12-18) systematically undoes what Adam
did  and  thus  saves  humankind.  He  also
systematically  undoes  Israel’s  failures.  Thus  he
“goes back” to  where Adam and Israel  failed and
“does it again”.  As John Wesley’s New Testament
Note  on  Luke  2:43  claims,  “our  Lord  passed
through and sanctified every stage of human life.”

What’s interesting here is that it’s not just Jesus’
death  and  resurrection  that  are  Jesus’  salvation
work  but  his  entire  life  as  well,  including  the
incarnation  and  including  his  resisting  of
temptation  in  the  wilderness  and  including  his
ascension and even including his very birth. What
we have to see is that the person of Jesus saves, not
just the work of Jesus. He defeats the devil and sin
and death and, in a manner of speaking, even the
law.  He saves  mankind completely  through every

16 St Iraneaus, Against Heresies (Book V, Chapter 1). 
Available online at 
www.newadvent.org/fathers/0103501.htm
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stage.  He  creates  the  victory  which  we  step  into
when we come to faith in him. As John Calvin wrote
in Institutes 2.16.3: 

“Now someone asks,  how has  Christ  abolished
sin,  banished  the  separation  between  us  and
God, and acquired righteousness to render God
favourable and kindly toward us? To this we can
in general reply that he has achieved this for us
by the whole course of his obedience…. From the
time when he took on the form of a servant, he
began to pay the price of liberation in order to
redeem us.”

Or as Michael Eaton says in his book,  How to
Live  the  Godly  Life,  everything that  happened to
Christ has happened to you when you came to faith
in Him. 

(a) Has Jesus died? Then the believer has died in
Christ.

(b) Was Jesus buried? Then I have been buried
with Christ. (Romans 6:4.)

(c)  Has  Jesus  been  quickened?  Then  we  have
been  'made  alive  together  with  Christ'
(Ephesians 2:5)

(d) Has Jesus been raised from the dead? Then
we  have  been  'raised...  in  Christ  Jesus
(Ephesians  2:6),  'raised  together  with  Christ'
(Colossians 3:1). 

(e)  Has  Jesus  ascended?  Then  we  too  are
ascended  and  have  our  home  in  heaven
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(Philippians 3:20)

(f)  Is  Jesus  seated  at  the  right  hand  of  the
Father? Then we have been 'made to sit in the
heavenly places in Christ Jesus' (Ephesians 2:6).
We are where he is 'seated at the right hand of
God' (Colossians 3:1)

(g) Does Jesus live a new resurrection life by the
power of God? Then my life is 'hid with Christ in
God' (Colossians 3:3).

(h)  And  'when  the  Christ,  who  is  your  life,
appears, then you also will be made to appear in
glory' (Colossians 3:4).17 

The  incarnation  of  Jesus  is  one  prophetically
practical model for how can understand what God
is doing in us. He is mysteriously infusing himself
with  us.  He  is,  in  a  very  real  but  different  way,
incarnating the divine nature (himself) within us, as
we are mysteriously being fused into him (being “in
Christ”). We don’t actually become like Jesus (like
God) - which is how we typically think of holiness -
but we become the likeness of Jesus. 

What  do  I  mean  by  that?  I  mean  that  God
doesn’t  give  us  a  righteousness  that  we  take
responsibility for and put into practice, but that we
always  live  in  Christ,  God’s  righteousness.  It  will
always  be  his  righteousness  working  through  us
and not our own.  This is about his glory, after all!

17 Michael Eaton, How to Live a Godly Life, Sovereign 
World Ltd. ISBN 978-1852400583.

80



JESUS CRUSHES SIN

Our  journey  as  a  Christian  is  one  where  we  are
moving away from our righteousness (which really
isn’t a righteousness at all) and toward his. We are
turning our eyes from ourselves and toward Jesus.
When  we  turn  our  eyes  to  ourselves  we  feel
condemned by the law, because we see how much
we fall short (or, at least we should. If we don’t we
need  a  revelation  of  our  self-righteousness),  but
when we turn our eyes on Jesus we realise we are
free from law and sin and death and all of it, and
live in the joyous life of God himself.

How  is  all  this  possible?  Because  we  are  in
Christ who is God. We are the bride of Christ. The
bride never becomes the bridegroom but becomes
one with the bridegroom.  Likewise,  we will  never
have his divine nature but we become partakers of
the divine nature. We are united into Him. And into
his joy! As Eaton says, this is a “sheer fact. It is not
necessarily  something we feel.”  So says Luther  in
his commentary on Galatians:

"But so far as justification is concerned,  Christ
and I must be so closely attached that He lives in
me  and  I  in  Him.  What  a  marvelous  way  of
speaking!  Because  He  lives  in  me,  whatever
grace,  righteousness,  life,  peace,  and  salvation
there is in me is all Christ’s; nevertheless,  it is
mine as well, by the cementing and attachment
that are through faith, by which we become as
one body in the Spirit." LW 26, 127-128

Or, reiterating what Peter says in 2 Peter 1:
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“I  can  pray  this  because  his  divine  power  has
bestowed on  us  everything necessary  for  life
and godliness through the rich knowledge of the
one  who  called  us  by  his  own  glory  and
excellence. Through  these  things  he  has
bestowed  on  us  his  precious  and  most
magnificent  promises,  so  that  by  means  of
what was promised you may become partakers
of the divine nature, after escaping the worldly
corruption that is produced by evil desire.”

We have been given everything we need for life
and godliness already. We have been called because
of God’s own glory and excellence. This isn’t about
making us into gods or even into Jesus - that’s just
another  way of  going back to  the problem of  the
tree of knowledge of good and evil, where we want
to be “like God”. But this is about moving ever more
into grace and the righteousness and the joy of God,
so that he would be glorified through and through.
Theologically  speaking,  righteousness  is  imputed
and infused. God’s very righteousness was infused
into us by the Holy Spirit and we move further into
grace  (not  into  virtue)  for  this  infused
righteousness to grow God’s love and righteousness
and joy in us so that it will work through us. 

This is not novel. “Infused” simply means “fill,
pervade” or “soak”. These are words we use for the
Holy Spirit’s work in us. Although, contrary to how
“infused righteousness” works in some systematic
theologies (particularly Roman Catholic theology) I
do  not  believe  that  one  must  maintain  this
righteousness in order to be justified. Justification

82



JESUS CRUSHES SIN

is  done.  We  are  speaking  now  of  God’s  work  of
sanctification. Effectively we are speaking of love —
an infused, infilled, divine, joyous love that changes
us  inside  and  thus  changes  our  outward  actions.
God is love (1 John 4:8) and the Holy Spirit, who is
God, lives in us!

Death of the old man
In this we can see two realities. Here and now

God  has  given  us  what  we  need  for  life  and
godliness and he is using this promise to energise
our  faith  so we can move forward into becoming
partakers of the divine nature. So we have a union
with Christ today and we are moving into a fuller
union with Christ, a growing into more love and joy
and  contentment,  which  is  our  inheritance,  a
subject  we’ll  be  covering  next.  As  stated  by  the
Westminster Catechism:

"Q. 66. What is that union which the elect have
with Christ?

"A. The union which the elect have with Christ is
the  work  of  God’s  grace,  whereby  they  are
spiritually  and  mystically,  yet  really  and
inseparably,  joined to Christ  as their  head and
husband,  which  is  done  in  their  effectual
calling."

This union is for you. In fact, it is yours already.
Our union with Christ is something we have from
the beginning of our coming to faith in Jesus. The
Holy Spirit indwelling the believer is the guarantee
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of  what  God  is  doing.  But  this  leads  us  to  two
conclusions:  one,  that  we  do  not  experience  this
union as if it is completed or finished. More work
obviously needs to be done in us. This union must
become ‘more’  of  what  it  is.  Two,  that  there  is  a
promise here that this union will,  indeed, become
more of what it is.

Here  is  where  I  am  going  with  this.  The
scriptures are emphatic that the old man has died
— “crucified with him so that the body of sin would
no longer dominate us, so that we would no longer
be enslaved to sin.” (Romans 6:6.) The old man has
died.  By  ‘old  man’  I  am  speaking  about  our
inclination  toward  self-righteousness  as  the  real
cause of our sin, which we have spoken about in the
previous  chapters.  You  have  escaped  the  worldly
corruption that is produced by evil desire. Instead
of  becoming  more  corrupt,  the  opposite  is
happening. Keep faith in Jesus and don’t go back to
law  to  see  this  happen.  To  ‘walk  by  the  Spirit’
means to rest and have faith in Jesus and his work.
But  what  I  am about  to  say  now is  where things
might  get  controversial:  God  intends  for  the  old
man  to  completely  die.  He  intends  for  our  self-
righteousness  to  be  completely  dealt  with.  He
intends for us to live in the reality of walking fully
by the Spirit, in his love and joy and peace. Romans
6:6 speaks of a reality that is true right now for us,
yet  it  speaks  of  a  reality  God  is  also  bringing  to
completion  in  this  life,  and  might  bring  it  into
completion even now, even today.

God  has  an  inheritance  of  fuller  holiness,
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completed sanctification, holy love, a rest in and of
faith, for us in this life - and then more in the life to
come. Union with Christ is what is meant by 'being
saved'  (1  Corinthians  1:18;  15:1-2;  2  Corinthians
2:15). It’s not that we are not justified before God,
or that we can lose that justification, it’s that God
wants to do more in and through us, and we can
perhaps lose that ‘more’ if we continue in unbelief
or take up law. Paul rebukes the Galatians for trying
to  achieve  ‘perfection’  by  law  instead  of  by  the
Spirit. (Galatians 3:3.) This very rebuke proves that
there  is  a  ‘perfecting’  and  ‘completing’  in  God’s
mind,  a  work  that  he  is  doing  in  us.  This  is  our
inheritance.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Our inheritance

The  grand joy  of  the  Christian  life  is  that  it's
always about Jesus, and Jesus working in the now.
He walked this  earth,  did  miracles,  died and was
raised,  and we can have faith  in  Him because of
that reality. We know that one day he will wrap all
things up and bring his Kingdom in its fullness, and
we can have faith in Him because of that  reality.
But all this gives us faith for now. He works out his
work  today  through  the  ongoing  ministry  of  the
Holy Spirit. 

All our previous talk about our free justification
in Christ could make us think that that’s the end of
the story. But as I stated in the previous chapter,
there is something God wants to do in us. He wants
to fill us up to ‘all the fullness of God’ (Ephesians
3:19). He wants us to ‘become mature’, come into ‘a
perfect man’, ‘unto the measure of the stature of the
fullness of Christ’. (Ephesians 4:13.) He wants us to
be  ‘perfected’  by  the  Spirit  and  not  the  Law
(Galatians 3:3.) He wants us to ‘walk in the light, as
he  is  in  the  light’  (1  John  1:7).  He  wants  us  to
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‘progress beyond the elementary instructions about
Christ and move on to maturity.’ (Hebrews 6:1.) He
wants us to ‘become partakers of the divine nature.’
(2 Peter 1:4.) He wants us our joy to “be complete”.
(John 15:11.)

Salvation  is  past,  present  and  future.  We  are
assured  of  a  future  and  present  work  in  God
because  God  has  already  done  a  past  work  – he
saved us in Christ. The present and future work I
will  summarise  by  the  word  “inheritance”.  I  will
first  show  how  the  idea  of  inheritance  is  in  the
Bible, and what it means, and then I will show how
God  wants  to  complete  our  salvation  with  an
inheritance of holiness - a completed sanctification
- which is a free gift we can receive in this life. 

This  completed sanctification  is  a  coming into
grace, into perfect love, into a rest of faith, not into
perfect human righteousness. Therefore, it does not
mean that the dream is to, one day, never have to
repent.  Repentance  is  believing and relying  more
on Jesus, it’s not begging for forgiveness or saying
sorry  for  a  sin.  So  what  I  mean  by  a  completed
sanctification is actually a completed death of the
old man’s self-righteousness, which would mean we
gladly repent until the day we die. It is being filled
by God’s perfecting, joyous love. God’s plan for the
Christian is not to make us holy (set us apart) since
he has already done that, but to have us live fully in
his exclusive, covering and loving holiness - living
in complete faith and living completely out of our
own self-righteousness.

Inheritance  is  a  very  neglected  subject  in
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Christian theology. This is because most of the time
we tend to read scriptures that speak of inheritance
and reward as if they are speaking of heaven. But
actually our reward isn't heaven – that's  what we
got  when  we  came  to  faith  in  Christ.  Heaven  is
assured and already given. God will not take it away
from you. That's free justification by grace through
faith. But inheritance is something that God wants
to give you in addition to your justification – the
‘more’ that God wants to give you. In this the word
reward is also relevant. As Michael Eaton says, “We
do  not  lay  up  heaven  as  treasure.  We  lay  up
treasure  in  heaven.  Reward  can  be  lost  and  yet
salvation gained.”

In Acts 20:18, Paul acknowledges that Jesus told
him  that  he  was  sending  him  to  the  Gentiles  to
“open their eyes so that they turn from darkness to
light and from the power of Satan to God, so that
they  may  receive  forgiveness  of  sins  and  an
inheritance among those who are sanctified by faith
in me [Jesus].” Here we see two things in view –
firstly,  the  forgiveness  of  sin  and  secondly,  an
inheritance.  The inheritance is for those who God
has already deemed holy - sanctified and set apart
for him and his mission purposes. The inheritance
is for those who are already forgiven. It is for you,
and it is something you come into in your lifetime
and, in fullness, in your physical death.

The book of Hebrews is about our inheritance in
Christ. If you read it and note how many times just
the word inheritance is mentioned (or how it talks
about  being  an  ‘heir’)  and  if  you  think  of  that
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inheritance  not  as  your  initial  justification but  as
something  God  wants  to  give  you  in  addition  to
your justification, then the book begins to make a
lot of sense. This way of thinking about it also helps
to  shed  tremendous  light  on  numerous  other
scriptures, including those which are often used to
show that we can lose our salvation. It even helps
when reading early Church Fathers.

I’m not advocating we read into the scriptures a
previously conceived idea. But what I am saying is
we treat the word ‘inheritance’ for what it means -
something you receive  over  and above something
you’ve  already  got.  When we  speak  of  losing  our
salvation there is truth in saying we can lose our full
salvation,  which  refers  not  to  our  free  initial
justification,  which  cannot  be  lost,  but  to  the
totality of everything God wants to do in, through,
and  for  us.  We  can  lose  the  full  impact  of
justification  on  our  lives.  We  can  miss  out  on
moving into a complete sanctification. We can miss
out on a fuller relationship with Christ, a resting in
faith in Him.

The word ‘salvation’ isn’t a very technical word
in the Bible, even though we often use it technically
in  our  own  systematic  theologies.18 But  the

18  “By salvation I mean not barely according to the 
vulgar notion of deliverance from hell or going to 
heaven but a present deliverance from sin, a 
restoration of the soul to its primitive health; its 
original purity; a recovery of the divine nature and 
the renewal of our souls after the image of God in 
righteousness and true holiness in justice mercy and 
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scriptures  never  say  we  can  lose  our  free
justification - and, obviously, if we could, it would
not be free!  

But we are rewarded for works according to the
Bible.  Jesus  was  astonishingly  straight  about
rewards  being a part  of  our motivation for  doing
work.  “For  if  you  love  those  who  love  you,  what
reward do you have?” (Matthew 5:46).  We’re told
that  we’ll  receive  a  reward  for  giving,  but  if  we
display  our  righteousness  for  others,  we will  lose
our  reward  (Matthew 6:1-4).  Jesus  says  that  God
even  rewards  for  prayer  (Matthew  6:6).  In
Revelation 22:12, Jesus says very clearly,  “Look! I
am coming soon, and my reward is with me to pay
each one according to what he has done!”

We are rewarded for a job well done. But how
does this then work? How can we think of rewards
and works when we’ve just spoken so much about

truth.” - John Wesley (Farther Appeal to Men of 
Reason and Religion, Pt. I)

Many, like Wesley or the Eastern Orthodox, see 
‘salvation’ as something broader than justification  
while others (usually Reformed) see it as only 
meaning justification. The Bible doesn’t stick to one 
or the other but appears to use the word much more 
loosely. Here I am saying that you never lose your 
initial salvation (justification) but you can lose your 
full salvation (inheritance). I’ve been greatly helped 
by Michael Eaton to see it this way. It is the best way,
I have found, to read warnings in the Bible. It also 
gives you the best of both the Arminian and Calvinist
worlds.
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never putting ourselves under law?

What is work? 
Ephesians  2:10  says  we  are  his  workmanship,

created  in  Christ  Jesus  for  good  works.  God
prepared these works beforehand so that we would
walk in them. There is a reality in saying that we
have  to  work  -  but  we  are  not  working  for  our
salvation,  we  are  working  out  our  salvation;  we
work because of it. (Philippians 2:12.) It is in this
working out that we find ourselves moving toward
our inheritance and receiving God’s rewards. 

We’ve been set apart for the mission of God - to
fulfil  his  purposes.  Fulfilling  his  purposes  takes
work. We have to be doing things. But none of these
things save us. It may save others by bringing them
the Gospel, but it does not save us. If it’s ever about
saving ourselves or glorifying ourselves or justifying
ourselves, we put ourselves under law. 

In order to really understand how works work in
the Christian life,  a radical  rethinking of the very
subject of work is in order. Here is essentially the
way I think about it. 

Three kinds of work 
There are essentially two categories of works we

can see in the Bible.

1. Dead works (Hebrews 6:1)

We typically think of ‘dead works’ as immorality.
But this is not the only meaning of dead works or
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‘works  of  the  flesh’.  For  the  sake  of  clarity  I’m
categorising “dead works” as any work that has to
do with our self-righteousness. These are certainly
works of our flesh! It refers to any work we do to
earn salvation from God or glorify  ourselves.  The
‘elementary  doctrines’  of  the  faith  include
repentance from these dead works (Hebrews 6:1). 

These  works  are  dead  because  they  bring  no
value to anyone - those around us, ourselves, and
God.  Even  if  they  look  like  an  activity  we  would
consider  “good”  they  actually  do  not  bring  real
value because somewhere down the line the works
are  tainted  by  our  own  self-righteousness.  For
example,  there’s  a  lot  of  social  upliftment  and
activism that becomes detrimental for society as a
whole (and for having a decent conversation). Dead
works are ultimately pointless works that drive our
self-righteous agenda - and there’s a lot of activism
that is actually a guise for a self-righteous agenda.

2. Evil works

This is just pure immorality -  “lawlessness” (1
John 3:4). “The wages of sin is death”. To be sure
these are ‘dead works’ but I’m creating a separate
category for the sake of clarity.

3. Good works

This is everything else. Any works that are not
dead  or  evil  are,  of  course,  good  works.  But  you
can’t do good works outside of faith because outside
of faith we default to dead or evil works. This is why
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it is often said that God rewards good works ‘done
in faith’. It’s not that faith is a work or some kind of
willpower,  it’s that you are doing the work out of
your  free  salvation  in  Christ  -  you  are  not  doing
work for your own righteousness. 

The interesting thing is  that  one can be doing
the  same  activity  but  yet  the  work  itself  can  be
either dead or good. We often speak about how our
motivation changes the work, but that’s not all that
changes the work, because motivation can become
its own law. It forces us to be overly introspective,
or to be plain dishonest. 

Instead,  what  needs  to  happen  is  we  need  to
become  new  creatures  -  who  have  died  to  dead
works and have been raised with Christ. Again we
must go through the cross before work can become
what it really is. When we’ve died to dead works, all
work done is done because God created us to work
and love (Genesis 2:15) and rest, and not because of
some super-spiritual righteous motivation. There’s
no indication that God ever changed his mind about
work  in  the  Bible  -  he  created  it  as  part  of  our
make-up  as  human  beings  and  as  part  of  the
natural  make-up  of  his  created  universe.  It’s  as
natural  as breathing. The fall  and the curse made
our work hard (Genesis 3:14-19) and I suspect this
is because work became something we use to justify
and  glorify  ourselves.  We  want  to  be  like  God  -
righteous  because  of  our  work  -  when  we  were
never created to be righteous outside of God. 

Being dead  to dead  works means  we can now
forget  about  being  overly  introspective  about  our
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work  (or  our  gifts,  comparing  ourselves  with
others) when our righteousness and reputation and
glory isn’t  what’s  at  stake anymore.  Our activities
now move into ‘good’  works because we do them
out of faith in Christ, relying on the faithfulness of
Christ (Galatians 2:15-21). 

Now  there  is  no  inbetween  kind of  work,  like
secular work or civic work or “just business”. There
is no neutral work. This is just a complicated way of
separating the sacred and secular. The point here is
to note that all kinds of work done out of faith, done
in Christ, are good. No evil work can obviously be
done in Christ, so I don’t mean those of course. But
what I mean is this: filling in a spreadsheet at the
office is a good work if done out of faith. Sweeping
the floor  is  a  good work if  done out of  faith.  It’s
when we try and create some sort of neutral zone or
separate  kinds  of  work and their  merits  that  our
jobs  can  feel  trivial  or  meaningless.  We  feel  that
only  the  works  of  those  involved  in  social
upliftment  or  something of  that  nature  are  doing
any kind of work that ought to be rewarded.

If  all  work,  bar  obvious  immorality  and  dead
works, is ‘good’ work, then that changes things. No
one thinks that  by filling in a spreadsheet God is
going  to  give  salvation!  But  yet  we  think  that
certain  other  kinds  of  work  -  moral  works,  as  it
were  -  merit  salvation.  But  where do we get  this
from? Who categorised work in this way? God put
us in the garden to ‘tend and keep’ it (Genesis 2:15)
which invokes the imagery of manual labour. Along
with this he commands that Adam and Eve don’t
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eat  from the  tree  of  knowledge  of  good  and  evil
(Genesis  2:16,17).  These are  put together  -  moral
work and manual work are both seen as good and
are rewarded by God.

This  highlights  the  silliness  of  trying  to  be
righteous by law instead of faith, because what kind
of work could ever make you righteous? How many
spreadsheets  do you have to  fill  in to  be granted
salvation? How much money to charity is enough?
How  many  church  meetings  must  you  go?  How
many dishes must you wash? All these are works -
who  said  one  work  grants  salvation  but  another
doesn’t? Well, God has stated that no work grants
salvation - it is a free gift of grace! Then, out of and
in this grace, we work. As Luther says:

“[Faith is] a living, creative, active and powerful
thing…  Faith  cannot  help  doing  good  works
constantly. It doesn’t stop to ask if good works
ought  to  be  done,  but  before  anyone  asks,  it
already has done them and continues to do them
without ceasing. Anyone who does not do good
works in this manner is an unbeliever...Thus, it
is just as impossible to separate faith and works
as it is to separate heat and light from fire!"19

When we speak of not being under the law we

19 Martin Luther, An Introduction to St. Paul's Letter 
to the Romans, Luther's German Bible of 1522. 
Translated by Rev. Robert E. Smith. Available online 
at 
www.iclnet.org/pub/resources/text/wittenberg/luth
er/luther-faith.txt
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often think to ourselves, “Ok, but surely there must
be something to restrain us?”. So we go back to law,
calling it something else, and sabotage the Spirit’s
work.  But  God  didn’t  create  humankind  to  be
restrained but to work in freedom and imagination
and creativity. Work is how we do this. Work has
nothing to do with law, we’re the ones who make it
so! Work is work and law is law, with the latter only
put in to restrain until Christ!

Galatians 3:23 - 26

Now before faith came we were held in custody
under the law, being kept as prisoners until the
coming  faith  would  be  revealed.  Thus  the  law
had become our guardian until Christ, so that we
could  be  declared  righteous  by  faith.  But  now
that faith has come,  we are  no longer under a
guardian. For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of
God through faith.

But after Christ there is nothing to restrain, we
are dead to sin and law and alive to him! The fact
that our work is tainted by the fall and becomes all
about our righteousness and glory does not negate
the fact that you’re a new creation in Christ. You are
free to work without work ever having to do with
your righteousness and glory!

Therefore, to use our traditional categories, I am
saying that we ought to still be moral. Jesus taught
his interpretation of the law for two reasons: one,
so that we could always realise how short we fall of
God’s standard and that would drive us to Jesus, to
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grace. Two, we always have a guide in terms of how
we  ought  to  be  doing  our  work.  Our  morality  is
beyond our personal holiness, it’s about the mission
of God.

‘Morality’  is  actually  too weak a word or idea:
What  we  really  are  talking  about  is  perfect  love.
Jesus is our example of this. We see that living out
our lives his way is what perfect love looks like. And
perfect love changes not only us or people around
us, but entire societies and systems.

No one can take my definition of work and use it
as  an  excuse  to  never  get  involved  in  the  very
particular  calling  of  the  Church,  corporately  and
personally.  We  ought  to  be  responsible  in  our
different vocational spheres (family, church, civic -
we all have these). Holiness is not a solo adventure.
It may be personal, but it is not individualistic. As
John  Wesley  says,  “Solitary  religion  is  not  to  be
found  [in  the  Gospel  of  Christ]…  The  Gospel  of
Christ knows no religion but social; no holiness, but
social holiness.”20 By ‘social holiness’ he means that
you do not live out your  holiness  in isolation (he
does not mean social justice). So the question isn’t
whether  we  should  be  moral  or  whether  society
should  be  moral  or  have  laws  (based  on  Biblical
principles). As St Francis of Assisi put it, “Sanctify
yourself  and  you  will  sanctify  society.”  And  the

20 John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley Volume 
XIV p321 preface to poetical works; Hendrickson 
Publishers. Sourced from 
www.drurywriting.com/keith/no%20holiness
%20but%20social%20Holiness.htm
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question isn’t whether we should or shouldn’t work
(morally  or  otherwise)  —  “God  grant  that  I  may
never live to be useless!”21 says John Wesley.  The
question has to do with whether we are working in
faith  or  working  for,  in,  or  out  of  our  own  self-
righteousness. 

And God rewards us for our work. All our work.
“Well  done,  good  and  faithful  servant!  You  have
been faithful  with a  few things;  I  will  put  you in
charge  of  many  things.  Come  and  share  your
master's  happiness!”  (Matthew  25:23  NIV.)  We
never think it’s wrong that by working hard at the
office we ought to be rewarded in some way.  We
don’t ever feel driven or taken advantage of when
we do. The reason why, I think, we have a problem
with being motivated by rewards in God to work is
because we’ve inherited Stoic and Kantian ways of
thinking  about  morality  that  push  us  into
constantly  questioning  our  motives  behind  what
we’ve  classified  as  ‘moral’  actions  (as  if  other
actions can be neutral).  We think (and often say)
that  if  we’re motivated by rewards  to  do a moral
action,  then the action wasn’t  truly  moral,  for  all
moral actions must be motivated by love. But does
love not come with rewards? Of course it does. If we
love  God  we  are  motivated  by  the  reward  of
knowing him more intimately. If we love others we
are motivated by the reward of seeing them set free.
We can be stoics and cut off all emotion and reward

21 John Wesley, How To Pray: The Best of John 
Wesley on Prayer, Barbour Publishing, ISBN 978-
1602600140.
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from every moral action, but then what we’re doing
is not love, what we’re doing is justifying ourselves. 

Someone should have told Jesus that he clearly
wasn’t spiritual enough, for all  his talk of reward!
He doesn’t seem to classify works in such a cold-
hearted way. As Michael Eaton explains, “Is not the
idea of reward self-centred? It must be remembered
that serving others is what gets rewarded! But there
is  a  note  of  self-interest  in  it.  We  get  the  most
blessing ourselves when we are serving others. This
kind of 'self-interest' is encouraged in the Bible; we
outdo one another in showing love!”22

Our philosophical  heritage also pushes us into
thinking that there are different kinds of rewards,
spiritual  or  material,  and  one  must  put  the  one
above  the  other.  This  creates  two  kinds  of
Christians: those who love their work and are good
at  their  work  and enjoy  the  subsequent  rewards,
but never get involved in the things the church as a
community  is  especially  called  to;  and those who
are bad at  their  job and hate their  work,  yet  fast
twice  a  week and are  perhaps always  involved  in
some or other kind of activism, or are judgemental
of  others  who don’t  line  up to their  lifestyle.  The
reason for the disparity is  both have put rewards
and  works  into  categories  that  don’t  really  exist.
When God rewards, he rewards in whatever way he
chooses,  and  he  rewards  in  a  complete,  fulfilling
way.

But  when  you  are  working  out  of  faith  these

22 See www.michael-eaton.de/cms/front_content.php?
idcat=71
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problems all go away, because you are not working
for  your  glory  but  God’s.  Why  bother  with  your
glory when you can be free to just enjoy what you
do? When you can be free to perform moral actions
and  live  in  Jesus’  teachings  without  scrutinising
them or making them about you? We worry about
our  motivations  and  our  reputations  because  we
worry about our righteousness; in Christ, however,
you don’t need to worry about your righteousness,
you can actually just get on with what you need to
do. And you can even enjoy it!

In this way you can read every commandment of
Jesus in the Bible - his interpretation of the Law, as
it were - and do it in freedom, not compulsion, not
under  law,  but  in  the  Spirit  and  in  freedom and
even  in  fun,  looking  to  his  rewards!  Therefore,
theologically  speaking,  there is  a ‘third use of the
law’  which  is  not  the  same  thing  as  putting
ourselves under law, for the ‘third use’ is not about
our justification or righteousness.  As we shall  see
later  in  this  book,  God  works  through  us  as  he
works  in  us.  Working  is  not  sanctification,  God’s
work  in  us  is  sanctification,  which changes  us  in
such a way that we will do the works of God.

Perfection
I  will  now  speak  more  directly  about  what  I

mean  by  a  completed  sanctification.  That  may
sound  fair  and  well  to  you,  but  here  is  the
controversial  bit:  this  completed  sanctification  is
the destruction of your inner propensity toward sin.
I say this because it is the complete death of our old
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man’s  self-righteousness  —  and  it’s  that  self-
righteousness  that  leads  us  into  a  life  of  sin.  It’s
when you finally stop trying to find ways to rely on
your own strength, ability, willpower, etc. because
you’ve  finally  realised  that  salvation  all  only
depends on God’s mercy, not on you. By ‘salvation’,
here,  I  mean  both  your  justification  and  your
sanctification.  It  is  the  end of  the  battle  between
your old nature of sin, with its self-justification, and
your new nature in Christ. It is the complete putting
on of the ‘new man who has been created in God's
image  (not  our  own.  Not  an  old  man  that  is
becoming a little better. But only God’s image.) —
in  righteousness  and  holiness  that  comes  from
truth.’  (Ephesians  4:24.)  It's  letting  God's  joy  be
“complete” in you (John 15:11).

This a coming into your promised rest, outlined
in  the  book  of  Hebrews  (chapter  3  and  4).  It  is
entering more fully into the joy of our Father. Any
person who lives in union with Christ is  going to
grow  into  perfection.  “Wherefore  leaving  the
doctrine of the first principles of Christ, let us press
on unto perfection; not laying again a foundation of
repentance from dead works,  and of  faith  toward
God.” (Hebrews 6:1.) By “perfection” what is meant
is a “maturing” - but a special maturing done in us
by God. It is a maturing into  faith. I cannot stress
this  enough.  What  is  not meant is  progressing in
virtue.  To  be  mature  in  Christ  is  not  to  be  an
excellent example of morality but is about being a
person of complete faith. Maturing is about relying
more and more on Jesus and his grace, to the point
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where you rely solely on him and his grace. Being
perfected is about moving further into God’s love,
and his joy! That is why it is not sinless perfection.
It is not wisdom in everything or the ability to never
make mistakes.  The Christian who is  perfected is
the Christian who lives in God’s free grace entirely.
In  other  words,  the  Christian  who  has  finally
grasped what their justification is actually all about,
and they completely and utterly live in it. And they
love others because of it. 

In defining sanctification, Gerhard Forde says it
is ‘getting used to’ our justification. There comes a
time when we have actually gotten used to it, and
this is the completion of our sanctification, it is the
stepping into an inheritance of holiness, it is loving
God  with  all  our  heart  and  mind  and  being  so
utterly that we just do not love sin anymore, in any
way, but live in our joy in God. We have completely
entered into his perfect love at last. We live in faith
in him alone; we live in relying on his mercy and
grace  alone.  We  are  content.  This  is  where  our
salvation is going.

God’s purpose in doing this is twofold - firstly,
it’s a gift to us, and he is a God of grace and love.
Secondly, this gift is one to be used for the purposes
of  fulfilling  God’s  mission  on this  earth.  In  other
words, with this gift we can do the work we’re called
to do more effectively. 

There  are  many  other  things  our  inheritance
also includes - our calling or ministry, for example.
But in this book we’re focusing on holiness. In fact
“holiness” is a word that can very neatly summarise
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the  deepest  longing  of  our  hearts  –  to  be  tied
intimately  into  Jesus  in  a  way  where  nothing  is
getting in the way. To be so closely united to God
that we no longer live in restlessness but live in joy
and  contentment,  enjoying  all  he  has  so  richly
provided.  See,  we  have  to  challenge  the  way  in
which we use the word. It’s not a word that means
being an excellent human or depriving ourselves of
things.  Holiness  is  living  in  faith  toward  Christ,
which  is  the  perfecting  of  God’s  joyful  love  done
within us for the sake of  the world.  “Perfect  love
does not mean that we have climbed the ladder of
works and attained perfection.” It is “not the work
of  human  striving,  but  a  change  from  deep
within”.23 Therefore, it has nothing to do with our
righteousness  and  everything  to  do  with  the
righteousness  of  Christ,  his  perfect  love,  working
through us, to the world.

I will now highlight a few other scriptures from
the  New  Testament  that  show  us  this  glorious
promise and inheritance in Christ.

A whole sanctification
1 Thessalonians 5:23 (ESV)

Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you
completely, and may your whole spirit and soul
and  body  be  kept  blameless  at  [or  until]  the
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

This is the scripture that completely changed my

23 Timothy Tennent, The Call to Holiness, Kindle 
version (location 680), Seedbed Publishing.
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views on  holiness  and also  changed the  way  this
book was initially going. The more I tried to unpack
this scripture, the less it fit my original views, until
I came to the conclusions I’m about to present here.

If Paul prayed that the Thessalonians would be
sanctified completely,  he  must have believed that
this was something God wanted to do and wants to
do and can do and even will do for every believer
who remains  in  faith.  The  question  is:  when will
God do this?

What follows may be a little bit technical but I
offer  it  up  to  show  the  strength  of  why  I  now
interpret this scripture as I do. 

The  Greek  word  in  1  Thessalonians  5:23  for
'complete' is  holotelēs. It's unique to this passage.
It's made up of the word holos, meaning 'the whole'
or 'all' and telos, meaning 'the end point'. The word
means  'wholeness'  or  'completeness'  or  'through
and  through'  or  'completely  to  the  very  end.'  So
there  is  definitely  the  idea  of  our  sanctification
reaching a defined point here that is beyond what it
was before, what it was when we first put our faith
in Christ.

I'm  aware  that  some  people  interpret  this
scripture  to  mean  that  the  completion  of  our
sanctification  in  view  here  occurs  only  at  the
second, physical coming of our Lord Jesus Christ,
referring  to  the  day  when  we  are  physically
resurrected for the new heaven and earth. Some say
that this idea fits the context of the chapter – Paul
does talk of that day in 1 Thessalonians 4. But I'm
intrigued  by  three  points  that  are  worth
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mentioning,  and  my  interpretation  doesn’t
invalidate the context whatsoever:

1. At or unto?

The word translated as “at” in the ESV quoted
above is the Greek word “en”, which is a primary
preposition that is dependent on the context. You
will  notice,  if  you  do some study,  that  en is  also
translated as “in”, “until” or “unto” in several other
places  in  the  same  translation.  It's  up  to  the
translators to decide if “at” or “until” or “in” is the
better  English  equivalent  when  it  comes  to  the
scripture's context. Interestingly, both the KJV and
the Geneva Bible (which is the Bible the Reformers
originally  used)  plus  several  other  translations
translate  it  as  “unto”,  which  means  the  same  as
“until”. This is worth mentioning as you might pick
up your Bible and see something different there. If
you  don't  know  that  ‘at’  can  be  translated
differently you might not see what I'm presenting
about this scripture here.

Here is the scripture in the Geneva Bible:

1 Thessalonians 5:23 (GNV)

Now  the  very  God  of  peace  sanctify  you
throughout;  and  I  pray  God  that  your  whole
spirit and soul and body, may be kept blameless
unto [until] the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Therefore,  it  can  either  be  “at”  or  “unto”
(”until”) and, quite honestly, whichever you choose
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(or translate it as) will probably be up to your own
personal views on the matter. But if we look at the
context, is “at” the better one to use? I submit that
it is not. I’ll be the first to admit my limits in Koine
Greek, but I’ll  offer up my reasons and leave that
for you to decide on. 

2. Kept
The word 'kept' In this scripture, which means

(in the Greek) 'preserved' or 'guarded' or 'to keep in
custody',  would  be  a  strange  word  to  use  if  Paul
only  has  in  mind  that  we  are  completed  in
sanctification  when  Jesus  physically  comes  back
(after  you  have died  or  if  he  comes back in  your
lifetime).  Why  would  you  need  to  be  ‘kept’  in
sanctification on the day Jesus comes back? Surely
on  that  day  you  are  receiving  your  new  body!  It
doesn't  make sense that  God will  only  perform a
work of completed sanctification on that day when
you physically meet him face to face because then
there has been no period of time which you have
been 'kept'  in  it.  Unless  we are  somehow able  to
lose our sanctification in the new heavens and new
earth? Surely not. Otherwise, the only other way to
explain  this  would  be  to  admit  the  existence  of
purgatory.

That means that a whole, through-and-through,
completed  sanctification  had  to  have  taken  place
before Jesus’  return, in your lifetime,  and in that
you are to be ‘kept’. I take this literally – complete
and  whole  means  complete  and  whole.  Perhaps
Paul is using hyperbole, which wouldn't necessarily
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be out of character with an ancient near-east man
(Jesus  himself  made  extensive  use  of  hyperbole).
But,  of  course,  we  can't  just  say  Paul  is  using
hyperbole here but take other scriptures around our
justification simply as we read it. So, I say he is not
using hyperbole and he is not mincing his words –
through  and  through;  complete;  whole,  means
exactly what it means. And this will happen before
the day of Christ’s return and before the day you die
- not on the day of your death or the moment just
before you die, because why are you to be ‘kept’ in it
then?

God  will  therefore  bring  us  into  a  completed
sanctification in our life, before we die. He intends
to  set  you  completely  apart  for  his  work  and
mission in this life - unless there is some kind of
mission we are to be set apart for in the next life? If
you  really  want  to  say  that  this  completed
sanctification  happens  only  after  death,  the  only
thing  you could  say  is  that  we are  “kept”  in  this
completed after-death sanctification in some form
of after-death state, where we wait for the return of
Christ,  and  then  I  am not  too  sure  on  what  you
mean by ‘sanctification’ then anyway! Perhaps this
is true in the sense that when you die you wait in
heaven  (as  the  book  of  Revelation  implies)  until
Christ  physically  returns,  but  Paul's  prayer  then
would  still  seem  rather  awkward  –  surely  every
Christian will then be kept? Who will be unkept in
heaven? How can anyone lose their sanctification as
they wait in heaven for that final day of judgement?
What would that even mean? Surely not.

107



RYAN PETER

3. Presence or coming?

I offer this thought up for interest, although it's
not entirely needed when you consider the first two
points  above.  There is  also a translation question
around  the  word  'coming'  in  this  scripture,  as
quoted in the ESV above. The Greek word in view is
parousia  which  literally  means  'presence'  or  a
'coming presence', like when a king comes back to
his kingdom after being away at war. Therefore it
depends  on  translators  to  decide  if  the  'coming'
here refers to the second coming of Christ or if it
refers to the presence of Christ which we enjoy and
have  through  the  Holy  Spirit  today.  This  is  why
literal translations sometimes say, “and the God of
the  peace  Himself  sanctify  you  wholly,  and  may
your whole spirit, and soul, and body, be preserved
unblameably  in  the  presence  of  our  Lord  Jesus
Christ.” This of course could work against my views
outlined  above as  it  implies  a  present-continuous
‘keeping’ that, if we couple it with other scriptures,
can be broken. But perhaps, at the same time, it’s
not too far off from what I am saying, in the sense
that we have to be always kept in God to be holy.
However,  the  word  ‘completed’  or  ‘wholly’  makes
me  think  that  there  is,  in  view,  a  time  of
completion. I could then happily accept ‘presence’
as meaning the return of Christ or our current life
in  the  Spirit  -  either  doesn’t  really  affect  my
interpretation of the scripture. 

To summarise, then, this scripture appears to be
pointing to Paul  believing that  God will  complete
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his sanctifying work, by his Spirit,  in our life. We
have  an  “upward  call  of  God  in  Christ  Jesus.”
(Philippians  3:14.)  God  promises  us  that  we  can
enter  his  “resting  place”  (Hebrews  3  &  4)  -
something we can have in this life (and, of course,
in  greater  measure  in  the  next).  This  of  course
opens  up  some  questions:  what  does  this  entire
sanctification look like? If you’re familiar with this
idea, my answer will be different to how some have
answered this in the past.

Titus 2:11 (NET)

11 For the grace of God has appeared, bringing
salvation to all  people.  12 It  trains us to reject
godless ways and worldly desires and to live self-
controlled,  upright,  and  godly  lives  in  the
present  age,  13  as  we  wait  for  the  happy
fulfillment of our hope in the glorious appearing
of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. 14 He
gave himself for us to set us free from every kind
of lawlessness and to purify for himself a people
who are truly his, who are eager to do good.

There is a clear promise here that God sets us
free  from  every  kind  of  lawlessness.  This  is  an
incredibly strong thing to say! But yet there it  is.
Consider this closely – he did not give himself to set
us free from only certain  kinds of  lawlessness,  or
only  a  bit  of  lawlessness,  but  from every  kind  of
lawlessness. Entirely free.

The word for lawlessness here is  anomia in the
original Greek, which does refer to sin. John says in
1  John 3:4 that  “Everyone who practices  sin also
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practices  lawlessness;  indeed,  sin  is  lawlessness.”
God came to set us free from this lawlessness, the
deliberate  practice  of  sin.  Willful  sin.  But  let’s
remember one thing: he sets us free from actual sin.
God does not set us free from imaginary sins where
we  treat  the  body  harshly.  Eating  chicken  on
Friday, for instance, is not a sin! We cannot expect
God to set us free from laws we’ve made up and this
requires  careful  discernment  and learning  on our
part. 

Jesus came to redeem us, completely, from sin.
“Make every effort  to be sure of  your  calling and
election. For by doing this you will never stumble
into sin.”  (2  Peter  1:10.)  These are  strong words!
Indeed, we have died to sin - and so long as we walk
in the Spirit, by not walking in the law and rather
trusting in Jesus,  we are opening ourselves up to
grace  to  come  in  and  ‘train’  us  to  reject  godless
ways and obtain our inheritance of an “upward call”
and full  sanctification where our old man of self-
righteousness is destroyed and thus our very desire
to sin (our sinful  nature,  or  flesh) is  under God’s
control, because those things no longer hold any joy
for  us,  and  only  our  joyful  love  for  Jesus,  God’s
perfecting love, remains. The picture of training is
more  like  a  trainer  who lifts  the  weights  with us
than a trainer who tells us what to do and watches.

It’s  interesting  that  this  scripture  doesn’t  say
that it’s ‘power’ that trains us to reject godless ways,
but grace.  Well,  what does God’s  grace look like?
We’ve covered it in the previous chapters - it’s our
free justification, but ultimately it is Christ. He has
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all power and authority. “Godless ways and worldly
desires” does not just mean immorality but also our
human morality - our desire to be like God. Grace
teaches us to reject this desire to be like God. Also
note that this grace gets us to reject godless ways
and live godly lives in the present age. Not just in
the next age! As I mentioned before, the Christian
who  has  been  ‘perfected’  is  the  Christian  who  is
living  solely  on  grace  and has  finally  ditched  the
idea of climbing the ladder of virtue entirely. They
are the Christian who are living in Christ day after
day and not in some kind of Gospel-Law mix.

Holiness is not something for the most strong-
willed amongst us who are able to discipline their
bodies  and  train  themselves  in  godliness.  This
scripture says nothing about disciplines or practices
that  train  in  godliness,  but  says  only  that  grace
trains us. This is God's work. Let’s not sabotage it
by going back to any rules and regulations! Let's not
deprive ourselves of things in life that God himself
has richly provided! We don't pursue those things
relentlessly, but we also don't deprive ourselves of
them. Rather, we are content in what God gives. I
have  no  issues  with  disciplines,  and  I  quite  like
tradition to be honest, but we use them to remind
us of Christ so that we can live in him. We don’t rely
on disciplines or spiritual practices. We are simply
using them to remind ourselves of Jesus. There is
no clearer picture of this than the tradition, which
Jesus  instituted,  of  breaking  bread.  Here  is  a
traditional  spiritual  practice  that  is  all  about
reminding us of the Gospel and our free salvation
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and, ultimately, Jesus himself. 24

God  is  purifying  for  himself  a  people.  Not
because  he  can’t  stand  them or  because  he  can’t
have them the way they are, but because he loves
them dearly. Purity is not asceticism. And now that
we are  truly  his  people  we are  eager  to do good,
because it’s through this that the mission of God is
fulfilled.  This  setting  free  from  lawlessness  and
purification moves us toward good works – to live
for  the  mission  of  God like  never  before.  This  is
what holiness looks like – the very life of the very
person  of  Jesus,  his  perfect,  joyful  love,  lived
through us, by the Holy Spirit, as we abide in Jesus.

So it's not that we need to wait to die before we
can live all  this out.  Jesus said,  “My yoke is  easy
and my burden is light.” (Matthew 11:30.) He said
this in the context of calling all those to himself who
are weary and burdened. Surely he meant it? While
he said the way is  narrow,  he  didn't  say  that  his
yoke is difficult. Few enter the narrow way, but the
narrow way isn’t a heavy burden. Let us never make
it one, but stay free - and keep others free!

Our  inheritance  includes  coming  to  a  place
where  God  sanctifies  us  through  and  through;
where we live solely in God’s grace and rest; where
our hearts and intentions and actions are so tied up
into Christ  that  we truly  live  the Christian life  of
perfect love, as stated in the scriptures; where we
experience the Christian life of joy in the midst of

24 This is what I believe is ultimately what the idea of 
“means of grace” is about when discussing the 
sacraments of the Church.
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trouble, as stated in the scriptures; where we live in
joyous victory and continuous thankfulness; where
we live in constant prayer and love toward others;
where we are beings of perfect love, because we are
unified so strongly into God and no longer in self-
righteousness  that  he  is  living his  perfecting love
through  us;  where  our  inbred  sin  is  finally
something we need not worry about and can find
victory  over,  again  and  again,  without  long
struggles.  In  short:  where  we  come  into  the  rest
God has for us. He has overcome the world (John
16:33) – he will overcome it in us as well. He came
to destroy the works of the devil (1 John 3:8) and he
will  destroy  the  work  of  sin  in  us  as  well.  This
inheritance  is  not  something  we  suddenly  come
into, but gradually move to, yet can have today. One
by one sin is dealt with by God’s power in our lives,
and  we  move  into  greater  freedom  until  the  day
when  we  can  easily  do  whatever  we  need  to  do
because we trust so fully in Christ.

This  is  where  my  theology  differs  from  other
ideas of ‘entire sanctification’ you might encounter,
although this conversation is more nuanced than is
often admitted. I see sanctification being a growing
setting  free  of  the  power  of  the  flesh  (the  ‘sinful
nature’ which wants to be like God and be righteous
in itself) in the Christian that begins at justification.
However,  this  setting  free  from the  power  of  the
flesh comes to a definitive point where we truly live
with victory over our flesh. When we realise that a
particular area of our life is sinful we can adjust - it
doesn’t take months or years to do it,  and it isn’t
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difficult to do it, because ultimately we are trusting
fully  in Christ  to do it  and we are living in Him.
That does not mean we cannot sin,  it  means that
our flesh has no more power over us  because we
truly live by faith, not by our self-righteousness. 

This  happens  in  this  life  and  this  is  where  I
differ on the standard Reformed view which tends
to  believe  that  we  will  always  be  plagued  by our
inward  propensity  to  sin,  while  I  also  differ  on
American Holiness views where you get a state of
perfection by faith and there is no more growing to
be done. I also differ from Keswick views which, as
far as I’m concerned, teach us to ‘let go and let God’
but then to ‘feed the Spirit and starve the flesh’ - in
other  words,  work  to  maintain  what  God  gives.
Essentially, my view is a mix of the Reformed view
of  sanctification  and  the  Wesleyan  Perfectionist
view,  although I would argue that  I  think Wesley
hasn’t always been properly represented. (I’ve put
up a questions and answers section at my website to
go into more detail for those who want it.)

What is eternal life?
Titus 3:

3:3 For we too were once foolish,  disobedient,
misled, enslaved to various passions and desires,
spending our lives in evil and envy, hateful and
hating one another. 3:43 But “when the kindness
of  God  our  Savior  and  his  love  for  mankind
appeared,  3:5  he  saved  us  not  by  works  of
righteousness that we have done but on the basis
of  his  mercy,  through the washing of  the new
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birth and the renewing of  the Holy  Spirit,  3:6
whom  he  poured  out  on  us  in  full  measure
through  Jesus  Christ  our  Savior.  3:7  And  so,
since  we  have  been  justified  by  his  grace,  we
become heirs with the confident expectation of
eternal life.” 3:8 This saying is trustworthy, and I
want you to insist on such truths, so that those
who have placed their faith in God may be intent
on  engaging  in  good  works.  These  things  are
good and beneficial for all people.

You can follow Paul's  train  of  thought – from
Titus  2,  discussed  above,  he  moves  to  Titus  3,
where  he  reiterates  our  justification  and  then
speaks  about  becoming  heirs  with  the  confident
expectation of eternal life. 

What does eternal life mean? Most people tend
to think that eternal life refers to heaven, which is
why so many people  think our  inheritance in  the
Bible (what we become heirs of) is  heaven rather
than  a  word  that  encapsulates  the  additional
promises of God. But actually Jesus says something
different:

John 17:3 

“This is eternal life, that they know you the only
true  God,  and  Jesus  Christ  whom  you  have
sent.”

If we go with Jesus' definition (which is a good
idea if we're Christians!) we see that eternal life is
knowing God and Jesus. This kind of knowing is an
intimate  one,  a  bonding  together  in  unity,  a
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spiritual marriage. The entire narrative of John 15,
16 and 17 shows that this sort of intimacy is what is
in view. We remain (or abide) in Christ and apart
from him we can do nothing.

John 15:5

“I am the vine; you are the branches.  The one
who remains in me – and I in him – bears much
fruit, because apart from me you can accomplish
nothing.”

A complete  union  with  Christ  is  therefore  our
ultimate inheritance – it is what being an 'heir of
Christ' is all about. (Romans 8:17 and other places.)
We are becoming partakers of the divine nature (2
Peter  1:4).  We  are  becoming  heirs  with  the
confident expectation of this complete union with
Christ; of this eternal life. Note that this confident
expectation  leads  us  to  performing  good  works
(Titus 3:8 above). It comes out of the fact that we
are saved not by our works, but by his mercy (Titus
3:5 above). The pattern here is clear. 

As John Calvin says, “Union with Christ is… the
central truth of the whole doctrine of salvation… It
is  not  simply  a  phase  of  the  application  of
redemption;  it  underlies  every  aspect  of
redemption,”  says  John Murray.  Or  John Calvin:
“For we await  salvation from him not because he
appears  to  us  afar  off,  but  because  he makes  us,
ingrafted into his body, participants not only in all
his benefits but also in himself,” (Institutes, 3.2.24).
The  Eastern  Orthodox  call  this  “theosis”,  its
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Catholic  equivalent  is  “deification”.  Charismatics
like to speak of baptisms and infillings in the Spirit,
and in some sense I think it’s an outworking of the
same thing. Some might say I’m playing loose with
theology, but I’m just trying to find a way to make
this book encouraging for everyone. I must say this,
however:  Although  this  union  with  Christ  has
experiential benefits and joys, we must be careful to
not make those the main thing but Jesus himself
the  main  thing.  Puritans  tend to  make  the  same
mistake as charismatics,  in my opinion, when the
sweetness of this union overshadows Jesus himself
(and this does often happen in Puritan literature!).

While  some  people  have  adopted  these  terms
and ideas and pushed forward many different kinds
of  mysticism  or  a  contemplative  approaches  to
sanctification (which has its own laws and rules and
regulations) and I admit  my views of justification
differ to Catholics or Eastern Orthodox, this doesn’t
negate what is  the core theme: that God saves us
from  sin  and  changes  us.  The  big  difference,
however, is the ‘changing’ I have in mind is not one
where we now become virtuous but one where we
don’t  bother  at  all  with  that  idea  and  have  now
reached  a  full  acceptance  of  Christ’s  imputed
righteousness  and a  full  revelation  of  his  infused
perfect love and grace and joy. The Christian is then
perfected in love and good works (Ephesians 4:12)
and  immersed  more  deeply  in  banking  on  God’s
grace and living in Christ.  This is  the resurrected
life - we are living! Good works do not perfect the
Christian,  the  Holy  Spirit  does,  and  perfects  the
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Christian toward good works. As long as we keep
our self-righteousness and propensity to law out of
this, God will do his completing work in us.

Philippians 1:6

I am sure of this  very thing, that the one who
began a good work in you will perfect it until25

the day of Christ Jesus.

Here Paul  says we can be sure that Jesus will
perfect  this  work.  Absolutely  sure.  This  is  a
promise. Jesus began the work, he will complete it.
Each of our sins are dealt with until they’re all dealt
with  and  it’s  completed,  and we  find  fruitfulness
being the main theme of  our  lives.  It  is  his  work
from the beginning to the end. We can be sure of it;
we can have faith in him to do it. We now no longer
need to ask the question: Does God want to save me
completely  from  my  sin?  We  know  the  answer:
YES. He will  perfect his work in you. He saves to
the uttermost! (Hebrews 7:25.)

What does perfect mean?
In  the  original  Biblical  Greek,  the  word  we

25 This word, “until” indicates that the perfecting can 
take place in your life on earth and then last until 
that day when Christ returns. You will note in the 
ESV that the word “at” is used yet again – the same 
argument applies here as what applied in 1 
Thessalonians 5:23 with regards to this word. Check 
the Geneva Bible and the KJV, in addition to the 
NET, for translations which prefer “unto” or “until”.
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translate as ‘complete’  or ‘perfect’  doesn't refer to
something  that  cannot  be  improved.  It  can  be
understood to mean a maturing -  something that
isn't quite finished yet but has reached a definitive
point.  It  means  it  consists  of  something  you  can
look back on and say, “That was when it happened.”
I  like  the  Biblical  idea  of  ‘fruitfulness’  because  it
implies that there comes a time when we grow and
do  produce  fruit,  but  that  doesn’t  mean  we  still
aren’t growing and there is no space for more fruit. 

This does not mean we’ll become perfect leaders
over  night,  or  we’ll  never  make  mistakes,  or
something along those lines. We’ll still have a lot to
learn! We might still fall and sin on occasions, but
we will not try and justify ourselves or try and work
our  sin  out  by  our  power,  but  will  rest  in  Christ
completely and let the Spirit produce his fruit. This
is  about  a  purifying,  completing,  perfecting,
sanctifying  work  done  by  God  that  comes  to  a
definitive point. This is when any joy we had in any
sin is gone, and his joy is complete in us. Something
has  been  happening  in  you  and  then  something
happens in you and you know when it’s happened.
I do not mean to say that it will be an overwhelming
experience with all sorts of supernatural events, but
I’m also not going to say that  it  won’t.  When He
does this work, however, you will still be growing -
you’ll  never stop growing! You never grow out of
grace because you always rely on his righteousness,
never your own. 

This  is  why  I  am  not  talking  of  a  sinless
perfection. We always rely on God’s grace and we
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still  live  in  repentance.  What’s  in  view  is  a  final
death to the old man of self-righteousness (Romans
6:6).  This  is  not  ‘graduating’  from  the  Gospel  or
never  repenting  anymore,  or  even  never  sinning
anymore. We never move on from Jesus in whom
we live our life. We will always be Simul Iustus et
Peccator,  “simultaneously  saint  and  sinner”,  but
what it means is that you really live like a saint and
not just a sinner! A saint is a person who lives by
faith and not by their own works. What it means is
that God has been gradually freeing you from the
power of your flesh (sinful nature) which is bent on
setting itself up over God, on justifying itself. 

Getting  rid  of  your  self-righteousness  means
that  you will  always  live  a  life  of  repentance and
prayer for God to keep you from sin, because you
have come to a place where you have received a full
and  deep-seated  revelation  of  your  need  of  him.
This  is  actually  the  point  of  this  completed
sanctification:  that  you  rely  solely  on  grace  and,
even better, that you live totally and fully in Christ.

“Listen! “Faithful is he who calls you, who will
also  do  it”  (1  Thessalonians  5:24).  Do  what?
“Sanctify  you  wholly.”….  The  Gospel  of  Jesus
Christ does not consist only in the forgiveness of
sins, not by any means. The gospel does not end
with the fact that God loved you with unmerited
mercy and forgives you of your sins. That is only
the beginning of it. But the full gospel of God is
that He enables you to love others as He does.
He permits you to live and walk and breathe and
move in this  natural  body with the likeness  of
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Jesus Christ. Oh, blessed be God!

“If  only  a  few  people  would  enter  into  entire
sanctification,  who  could  measure  the
possibilities  for  the  human  race?26”  -  Oswald
Chambers.

26 (Oswald Chambers, Devotions for a Deeper Life, 
Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI: 1986.) 
intothemistbook.com/blessed-sanctification/
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CHAPTER SIX

God's rest

Hebrews 3:

“12 See to it, brothers and sisters, that none of
you has an evil, unbelieving heart that forsakes
the living God. 13 But exhort one another each
day, as long as it is called “Today,” that none of
you may become hardened by sin’s deception. 14
For we have become partners with Christ, if in
fact we hold our initial confidence firm until the
end. 15 As it says, “O, that today you would listen
as he speaks!  Do not harden your hearts as in
the  rebellion.”  16  For  which  ones  heard  and
rebelled? Was it not all who came out of Egypt
under Moses’ leadership? 17 And against whom
was  God provoked for  forty  years?  Was it  not
those who sinned, whose dead bodies fell in the
wilderness? 18 And to whom did he swear they
would never enter into his rest, except those who
were disobedient? 19 So we see that they could
not enter because of unbelief.”

Hebrews 4:

“1  Therefore  we  must  be  wary  that,  while  the
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promise of entering his rest remains open, none
of you may seem to have come short of it. 2 For
we had good news proclaimed to us just as they
did.  But  the  message  they  heard  did  them  no
good, since they did not join in with those who
heard  it  in  faith.  3  For  we  who have  believed
enter that rest, as he has said, “As I swore in my
anger, ‘They will never enter my rest!’” And yet
God’s  works  were  accomplished  from  the
foundation  of  the  world.  4  For  he  has  spoken
somewhere about  the seventh day in this  way:
“And God rested on the seventh day from all his
works,”  5  but  to  repeat  the  text  cited  earlier:
“They will  never enter my rest!” 6 Therefore it
remains for some to enter it, yet those to whom
it  was  previously  proclaimed  did  not  enter
because of disobedience. 7 So God again ordains
a certain day, “Today,” speaking through David
after  so  long  a  time,  as  in  the  words  quoted
before,  “O,  that  today  you  would  listen  as  he
speaks!  Do  not  harden  your  hearts.”  8  For  if
Joshua had given them rest, God would not have
spoken  afterward  about  another  day.  9
Consequently  a  Sabbath  rest  remains  for  the
people of God. 10 For the one who enters God’s
rest has also rested from his works, just as God
did from his own works. 11 Thus we must make
every effort to enter that rest, so that no one may
fall  by  following  the  same  pattern  of
disobedience.  12 For the word of God is  living
and active  and sharper  than any double-edged
sword, piercing even to the point of dividing soul
from spirit, and joints from marrow; it is able to
judge the desires and thoughts of the heart.  13
And  no  creature  is  hidden  from  God,  but
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everything is naked and exposed to the eyes of
him to whom we must render an account.”

I’ll  now  delve  more  deeply  into  the  scriptural
narrative  to  show  how much the  Bible  is  soaked
with this theme. The verses quoted above are key
because  they  show  us  that  the  Exodus  of  the
Israelites  is  helpful  in  understanding the story  of
both  the  Church  corporately  and  our  personal
Christian  walk.  1  Corinthians  10:11  says,  “These
things happened to [Israel] as examples and were
written for  our  instruction,  on whom the ends of
the  ages  have  come.”  Thus  we  can  use  the  Old
Testament as a guiding narrative. 

This doesn’t mean it is always exact, but it does
mean we use it to gain insight. One of the problems
we face when we do this is we can get confused very
quickly. Trying to line up our experience with the
narrative of Israel can be difficult and we can end
up tying ourselves in knots as to what represents
what. 

For our purposes,  we’ll  focus on a few specific
things.  First,  the  Hebrew  word  shalom  is  an
amazing word which means peace, rest, abundance,
completeness,  wholeness  and  perfection.  It’s  not
the word used in Psalm 95, which is quoted here in
Hebrews,  but it  is  a consistent  theme throughout
the  Bible.  The  word  used  here  means  “resting
place”  -  a  place  of  comfort  and quiet  that  comes
from Christ’s love (Philippians 2:1). We know from
the entire Biblical narrative that God’s resting place
is a place of his presence, where we can certainly
say  there  is  shalom.  The  Sabbath  is  another
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prophetic picture which points towards God’s rest,
abundance,  and joyous presence. As the Israelites
were  to  enter  the  promised  land  where  God’s
shalom  would  be  (a  land  ‘flowing  with  milk  and
honey’  -  Exodus  33:3  and other  places)  — which
was  their  inheritance  — so  the  Church  and  each
Christian  is  to  enter  God’s  resting  place,  where
shalom is.  This  resting place  is  many things,  and
ultimately it’s a pointer to the final culmination of
the Kingdom at the return of Christ, but it is also a
place of holiness and perfect love in our lives today
and is a pointer to the inheritance God has for each
and every one of us (the entire context of the book
of Hebrews points to this).

But a generation of Israelites never got to enter
their  promised  resting  place  because  of  their
unbelief, so God made them wander the desert for
forty  years  (Numbers  14:23).  Hebrews  11:6  says
that  without  faith  it's  impossible  to  please  God,
showing us that it’s through faith that we obtain our
inheritance, not through works. We’ll cover faith in
the next chapter. Subsequently, the next generation
(anyone twenty years and under) were allowed to
claim the inheritance  of  God’s  resting place  after
the  first  generation  had  all  passed  away  (Joshua
and Caleb being exceptions).

To get to the promised land of God’s Rest they
had to cross the Jordan river and afterwards drive
out the nations that were there. God had promised
them that they would be able to do this  ‘little  by
little’  (Exodus 23:30) until  they fully  settle in the
land and finally have the full inheritance. 
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The first generation didn’t believe God’s promise
that  he  would  give  them  victory  and  they  saw
themselves  as  “grasshoppers”  in  the  eyes  of  the
people they were to drive out (Numbers 13:33). But
the second generation believed God’s promises and
under the leadership of Joshua crossed the Jordan
and succeeded (to  a  degree,  because some of  the
tribes of Israel didn’t obey the commandment and
fully drive them out. These nations became a snare
to them.) Whenever they had driven them out the
Lord gave them victory and the “land knew no war
anymore” - peace had come. 

All  this  is  important  for  our  purposes.  God
wants us to enter into his resting place - a place of
shalom;  a  place  where  we  will  find  God’s
completeness,  wholeness,  abundance,  perfection,
and perfect love. It’s a place where the idols in our
heart  are  driven out  ‘little  by  little’  and  we   rest
from  our  works  and  rely  solely  on  his  work  and
grace; a place where we live in eternal life - knowing
God fully. It’s a place where we need not know war
anymore,  because the battle inside is over - Jesus
has won. So we should see to it that we believe God
for  it  and  don’t  shrink  back  in  unbelief,  even
despite our experiences or some or other addictive
sin issue.

The core issue, as we see in the narrative, isn’t a
particular sin or lifestyle but unbelief. Sin does not
stop us from entering our inheritance, but unbelief.
This is controversial, I know, but the scriptures are
clear. Unbelief can stop us from entering into our
rest and our completed sanctification and full union
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with Christ and his perfect love. Because unbelief is
the opposite of faith. Unbelief is what prevents us
from  obtaining  God’s  shalom.  Unbelief  is  what
leads to other sins. It’s ultimately a fruit of our self-
righteousness. Unbelief is what God is dealing with
in us and if it requires that we wander a spiritual
wilderness for a while until God has dealt with it, so
be  it.  God  turns  all  things  together  for  the  good
(Romans  8:28).  Just  like  he  dealt  with  Israel  by
letting  them  wander  the  wilderness  to  get  rid  of
their unbelief, so he may deal with us the same way.
Indeed,  it  seems to me that  this is  what happens
many times to us.

But it’s also important to note that we can't get
our  inheritance  without  God  saying  we  can.
“Rewards” and an “inheritance” are the same thing
in the scriptures. We do not attain an inheritance,
we  obtain  an  inheritance.27 We  do  not  attain
rewards,  we  obtain  rewards.  It’s  given  to  us  by
Jesus as we live in him, and it is given by his work,
not ours. Michael Eaton puts it this way: 

“Are [rewards] 'earned'? You could say so as long
as you realise that no one 'deserves' his reward.
Even God’s rewards are a matter of grace. And

27 You could attain to an inheritance, which means you 
arrive at it. Attaining an inheritance and attaining to 
an inheritance are not the same thing. Attain means 
either earn or arrive. The latter is what is meant by 
Paul in Philippians 3 and other places (some Bible 
translations use ‘obtain’ and others use ‘attain’ in 
those verses).
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the  works  that  are  honoured  are  works  of
faith.”28

Attaining  implies  that  it’s  our  work  that  has
done it;  obtaining requires faith and God's power
and grace. 

There  are  clues  and  hints  in  the  narrative  of
Exodus  that  show  us  the  path  we  more-or-less
travel  to get to our inheritance.  This is important
because if you are struggling with a particular sin or
addiction the narrative sheds light on how we are to
approach the problem. Briefly, the narrative looks
like this:

1. Israel comes out of slavery to Egypt.
2. Israel crosses through the Red Sea; Egyptians

drown in the sea as they try to cross over.
3.  Israel  often  grumbles  against  God.  This  is

important because the nation effectively judges God
-  the  Old  Man  of  wanting  to  be  like  God  and
deciding what’s good and what’s not comes out in
the narrative.

4. Israel comes to Mount Sinai and receives the
Law through Moses (most people just know the Ten
Commandments which was received here, but there
was more than that!)

5. Israel spies out the promised land but, by and
large,  decides  it’s  too  hard  to  enter  it  (Numbers
14:1–2).  The  nation  falls  into  unbelief,  with  very
few exceptions. God swears that they will not enter

28 See Michael Eaton’s FAQ at www.michael-
eaton.de/cms/front_content.php?idcat=71
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it,  only the next generation will  (with Joshua and
Caleb being the two exceptions).

6. Israel wanders the wilderness for forty years
(one year for each day they spied out the land). God
doesn't  abandon  the  nation,  and  he  never  sends
them  back  to  Egypt  –  he  waits  for  the  next
generation to come of age.

7.  The  next  generation  crosses  through  the
Jordan (the waters  part  like  at  the  Red Sea)  and
enter into the promised land.

8. Israel drives out the idolatrous nations in the
land (with two hiccups).

9. Israel settles in the land and finally has all of
its inheritance. 

1  Corinthians  1:2  tells  us  that  when  Israel
crossed the Red Sea this was a picture of baptism
(”all were baptised into Moses in the cloud and in
the sea”). We are baptised into Christ. But this New
Testament link should immediately make us think
about  the rest  of  the narrative  -  what else points
prophetically to the Christian life? 

Egypt

The  first  thing  we  should  notice  is  that  God
never  sent  Israel  back  to  Egypt,  despite  all  their
protestations. Egypt and slavery is used as a picture
of the world of sin in the Bible. (This is implied in
the  scriptures,  see  Revelation  11:8.)  God  rescued
Israel out of this world of sin. He rescues us out of
the world of sin. When you put your faith in Christ
you are fully  rescued from the world of sin - you
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never go back there. You are dead to sin and alive to
God  in  Jesus  Christ  (Romans  6:11).  Even  if  you
should live in unbelief and sin, you are still part of
God’s chosen nation and he does not send you back
to slavery to sin. Perhaps you decide to keep Egypt
in  your  heart  and decide to  keep sinning,  but  he
never  actually  sends  you  back  to  Egypt.  Your
salvation is secure.

Sinai

The  second  point  of  interest  is  that  the  Holy
Spirit  was  given  to  the  Church  on  the  day  of
Pentecost (Acts 2) - the festival that celebrates the
giving of the Law at Sinai.  The prophetic pictures
are  clear  and  fascinating:  God  made  a  covenant
with Israel at Sinai on this day, he made a covenant
with the Church in the upper room in Acts 2 on this
day.  Both events  were  accompanied  by signs  and
wonders and fire. John the Baptist said that Jesus
would baptise in the Holy Spirit and fire (Matthew
3:11). 

There’s more happening here. God’s Spirit now
replaces  God’s  written  Law,  with  the  Law  now
“written  on  our  hearts”  (Jeremiah  31:33).  This
doesn’t mean the Christian is under law, of course,
but  that  we live  in  the  Spirit  of  the  Law -  Jesus
Christ  himself,  who is  in our  hearts.  “Love is  the
fulfillment of the law.” (Romans 13:10.) With him
in  our  hearts  we  do  walk  according  to  his
interpretation  of  the  Law  (as  outlined  in  the
Gospels) when it comes to our works, because we
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ultimately live in Him, and we’ve already discussed
how these works do not gain us salvation but are for
the sake of others.

It’s here now that we can end up tying ourselves
in  knots.  Does  Sinai,  therefore,  represent  the
baptism of the Spirit  when one comes to faith in
Christ, or does it represent another baptism in the
Spirit? We can see the link for the Church, but what
about the individual? Are there two baptisms in the
Spirit?  Or  is  a  person  not  baptised  in  the  Spirit
when  they  come  to  Christ  (but  nevertheless
indwelled by the Spirit) but only baptised later in a
separate  event?  This  question  has  been
controversial  since the Pentecostal  church arrived
on the scene.  To clear  up how I  understand it,  a
small study on the meaning of the word ‘baptism’ is
appropriate. 

The meaning of baptism
“Baptism” is a word that carries two meanings:

either it means a dipping in and out (like dipping
your chips into a dip) or a dipping and staying in
(like  a  jar  of  pickles).  Strongs  highlights  this
understanding:

“The clearest example that shows the meaning of
baptizo  [baptism  in  Greek]  is  a  text  from  the
Greek  poet  and physician  Nicander,  who lived
about 200 B.C. It is a recipe for making pickles
and  is  helpful  because  it  uses  both  words.
Nicander says that in order to make a pickle, the
vegetable  should  first  be  'dipped'  (bapto)  into
boiling water and then 'baptised' (baptizo) in the
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vinegar  solution.  Both  verbs  concern  the
immersing  of  vegetables  in  a  solution.  But  the
first  is  temporary.  The  second,  the  act  of
baptising  the vegetable,  produces  a  permanent
change.” 

This  is  why  the  word  can  be  so  confusing
because we generally always think of baptism as a
dipping  in  and  out  (bapto),  rather  than  as  a
deepening  experience  or  as  a  long-term
transformation (baptizo). If you were a pickle and
stay in the solution there is a permanent change. It
happens gradually over time, yet there will also be
definitive moments in the process - from one day to
the next your colour may change.

While we have experiences where we feel  as if
we’re  being  dipped  in  and  out  (bapto  -  what
charismatics might call “infillings”) over the course
of our life, these experiences have no doubt formed
us  and  created  a  permanent  change  (baptizo).
Therefore, when speaking of being baptised in the
Holy Spirit, it would be good to remember that we
could talk of several ‘baptisms’ in the sense of our
experiences,  but  what  we are  actually  meaning is
that within our one baptism into Christ (Ephesians
4:5),  which  started  from  the  day  we  were  saved,
we’ve  had  experiences  which  have  produced  a
permanent  change.  This  means  we  can’t  get  very
prescriptive  over  what  an  experience  means  and
how  it  fits  in  with  the  Bible  or  other  peoples’
experiences. We have one baptism that consists of
multiple  times of  change -  like  a  pickle,  baptised
once  (goes  in  once)  but  has  multiple  times  of
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change (changes as it remains in the solution). As
we  grow  as  Christians  and  live  in  Christ,  God
gradually  saves  us  from  the  power  of  our  sinful
nature - one sin at a time; one lifestyle issue at a
time -  until,  at  last,  we are  entirely  free  from its
power. 

Signs and wonders
If  we  try  and  use  the  narrative  to  discover  a

chronological order for the Christian life, we’ll miss
the point, because we all  make different decisions
and have multiple backgrounds. Instead we have to
use the narrative as a means to uncover different
truths of the Christian life. Sinai forces us to admit
that there are times in our lives as Christians (and
in the Church’s life) where there will be signs and
wonders. This doesn’t mean that signs and wonders
are always evidence of a baptism in the Spirit - and
the  narrative  should  actually  help  us  to  separate
signs and wonders and baptism in a healthy way.
Sometimes we confuse phenomena for evidence of
a Holy Spirit baptism when it might not be evidence
of  that  but instead signs and wonders to validate
the truth of  Christ.  Sometimes we obviously  shut
ourselves off to any kind of phenomena and miss
what the Spirit wants to do. We have to let God be
God. As Martyn Lloyd Jones says:

“[This]  is  the fatal  mistake people  make.  They
start with phenomena, they have their prejudices
and they take up their lines and their points and
the  New  Testament  teaching  is  entirely
forgotten.”
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There’s  also  truth  in  saying  that  sometimes  a
baptism of the Spirit is about empowering in gifts,
but yet we see no thirst in the person for living a
holy life.  Many holiness teachers in the past have
said that God’s gift of entire sanctification and his
gift of baptism in the Spirit are one and the same. I
disagree,  based  on  both  experience  and  Biblical
exposition  (for  example,  the  Corinthians  were
speaking in tongues and prophesying, yet they had
some  major  maturity  and  sin  issues!).
Unfortunately,  by  saying  that  there  is  one
experience of baptism in the Spirit that is also the
moment  God  entirely  sanctifies  us,  we  can  lose
hope when a sin issue is not dealt with or we fall
into sin in some later stage in life. 

God’s entire sanctification is, of course, a work
of  the  Spirit  — it’s  just  not  the  only  work  of  the
Spirit.  God gives gifts of the Spirit  too,  and these
are  given because when we come to  faith  we are
made holy - set apart for his purposes. These gifts
and  signs  and  wonders  are  for  the  purposes  of
encouraging the faith of the person being infilled or
validating the truth of the Gospel to someone else,
or providing a spiritual gift for convincing others of
the truth of the Gospel,  or  for strengthening that
person’s relationship with God in some way, or to
just  give  a  moment  of  intimacy  and  enjoyment.
What  is  obvious  is  that  we  just  cannot  be
prescriptive  and  say  a  baptism  of  the  Spirit  is
always about one thing.  Fortunately,  the meaning
of the word ‘baptism’ shows us that we don’t need
to be.
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There  is  another  way  of  seeing  Sinai  in  our
personal  lives.  It  has  to do with the Reformation
doctrine of Law and Gospel. Even while we are not
under Law, God uses his Law to highlight sin and
heart  issues  that  we  were  perhaps  unaware  of
before.  (The  first  and  third  use  of  the  Law.)  He
brings  us  into  maturity  by  showing  us  more  of
himself, as he did at Sinai. It’s at these points that
we can submit to his authority and let him deal with
it, or continue in unbelief and either ignore it or try
and deal with it ourselves in our self-righteousness,
and then not enter into our inheritance but wander
around  the  wilderness  instead.  Sometimes
submitting  to  his  authority  actually  comes  with
signs and wonders - experiences in God where God
does an amazing work in our  hearts  on whatever
the issue is. Sinai (and Acts 2) can show us that we
should  expect  some  interesting  manifestations
when  God  deals  with  us,  but  we  miss  the  point
when  we  try  and be  prescriptive  over  how many
‘baptisms’ we must have and when we must have
them. 

The Jordan
Now it’s time to look at the Jordan in the Israel

narrative.  Many  theologians  say  the  Jordan  re-
represents (or recapitulates) the Red Sea baptism.
They  make  a  fair  point  by  noting  that  the  first
generation of Israelites, which had passed through
the Red Sea, had now passed away and the second
generation  needed  to  pass  through  a  baptism
personally. (Of course, Caleb and Joshua would be
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exceptions here.) Therefore, we cannot expect our
children to be saved because we are. That's fair, but
the second generation did not come out of slavery
in Egypt – Israel was already free from that. God
had  already  chosen  Israel  and  had  already  given
them  his  Law.  It’s  true  that  after  they  cross  the
Jordan Joshua reminds the people of God’s Law at
several places, but we don’t see the Law given in the
same way it was at Sinai - namely, God’s presence
manifesting in an awesome way.  Therefore, Israel
were  already  saved  and God's  chosen people  and
already had the Law. It makes little sense to me that
God recapitulates the crossing of the Red Sea with
the  Jordan  but  doesn’t  recapitulate  the  other
events.

I don’t think we can really draw the parallel that
the Jordan is like the Red Sea in terms of what it
points to in the Christian life. And I don’t think the
Israelites  would  have  seen  it  as  the  same  event
being prophetically  recapitulated.  They knew that
this time they were heading into the promised land.
There  are  important  points  in  the  narrative  of
Joshua  3  that  make  it  different  to  the  Red  Sea
crossing - for example, God’s ark goes before them
(verse  3),  indicating  his  covenant  presence.
Secondly,  it  says in verse 4 (referring to the Ark)
that  they  “have  not  traveled  this  way  before”.
Thirdly,  the  Israelites  had  to  ritually  consecrate
themselves (verse 5). The Ark then remains in the
middle of the Jordan as Israel crosses over (verse
17).  Then,  Joshua  chapter  4  tells  us  that  the
Israelites laid up stones in the middle of the river
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(some  commentators  say  this  represents  the  old
life). 

So  what  is  the  Jordan?  If  the  Red Sea is  one
baptism,  then  surely  the  Jordan  is  another.  But
there is one difference about this baptism than any
other:  it’s  a  baptism  of  coming  into  your
inheritance. There is something unique happening
here - you are entering in to God’s promised rest,
into his land of fruitfulness.

The point is simply this: don’t ever think you can
enter  your  inheritance  without  the  Spirit.  You’ll
never make it relying on the flesh. Coming into the
inheritance is about coming to the place where you
leave the flesh behind, whether we are referring to
immorality or we are referring to our climbing the
ladder of virtue, our self-righteousness.  What you
need is for God to bring you in personally. You can’t
get God’s rest and fruitfulness unless you’ve crossed
the Jordan.  You can’t  get the inheritance without
walking  by  the  Spirit.  You  will  never  get  to  the
inheritance  of  rest  by putting yourself  under  law.
Rather, the old man must die.

After crossing the Jordan you still have battles
to fight,  but God is going to give you victory.  It’s
common  for  people  to  think  of  a  baptism in  the
Spirit as an empowering event that ‘helps’ us deal
with sins in our lives. God does not baptise us in the
Spirit  so  that  we can climb the  ladder  of  human
righteousness!  Being baptised is  about  dying,  not
being ‘helped’,  as the scriptures show us. You are
relying  on  more  grace,  not  less.  You  are  being
baptised  into  Christ,  into  his  death  and

137



RYAN PETER

resurrection;  he is  not being baptised into you to
‘help’ you be holy. God is drowning out your self-
righteousness and putting you into the place where
you  are  banking  only  on  his.  Union  with  Christ
means your righteousness dies and only his lives.

At  the  Jordan  we  have  a  closer  union  with
Christ,  a  definitive  experience  of  dying  in  Christ
and  being  raised  with  Him  that  happens  in  the
heart and reorients the heart toward perfect love. It
is when we enter fruitfulness, a land flowing with
milk and honey. The Puritans spoke a great deal of
a  “full  assurance”  which  happens  in  the  heart.
(Colossians 2:2 uses this phrase.) I believe this is it.
Darian Venerable, a friend of mine, puts it this way:
“You wake up today and you’re faithful; you wake
up tomorrow and you’re faithful; you wake up the
next day and you’re faithful; then you wake up the
following day and you’re fruitful.” 

As  Wesley  says:  “There  is  indeed  an
instantaneous, as well as a gradual, work of God in
his children.”  29It’s here that we finally move from
virtue  to  full  grace.  It’s  not  that  God gives  more
grace,  but more that  we are  finally  ready to fully
accept  his  grace,  with  Egypt  and  our  self-
righteousness  dealt  with.  As  Luther  put  it  in  his
commentary on the book of Romans: 

“The exodus of the people Israel has for a long
time  been  interpreted  to  signify  the  transition

29 John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian 
Perfection, Page 29 (Kindle edition), Seedbed 
Publishing.
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from  vice  to  virtue.  But  one  should,  rather,
interpret it as the way from virtue to the grace of
Christ, because virtues are often the greater and
worse faults the less they are regarded as such
and  the  more  powerfully  they  subject  to
themselves all human affections beyond all other
goods. So also the right side of Jordan was more
fearful than the left one.”

The  Christian  life  is  not  a  movement  towards
virtue and better morality, but towards grace. God’s
grace is limitless! (Ephesians 2:7.) Why would we
ever need (or want) to be out of it? 

The Jordan crossing is different to all the signs
and wonders we saw at  both the Red Sea and at
Sinai.  The  crossing  of  the  Jordan  is  considerably
toned down,  although  it  is  miraculous.  When we
enter into our inheritance we don’t need to expect
thunder  and  lightning;  what  we  can  expect,
perhaps, is a much deeper work.

After  crossing  the  Jordan  the  narrative  in
Joshua  5  tells  us  that  the  Israelites  were
circumcised. Afterwards they celebrate the Passover
and there is this brilliant line in verse 9 where God
says,  “Today  I  have  taken  away  the  disgrace  of
Egypt  from  you.”  God  had  now  dealt  with  their
unbelief  and  sin  as  a  nation.  Something  special
happened that goes beyond what we saw at the Red
Sea. They were entering into their inheritance and
would  claim it  “little  by  little”  until  receiving  the
final victory. But victory was sure; receiving the full
inheritance was sure;  the land of fruitfulness  was
theirs.
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When we enter into our inheritance the disgrace
of  sin  is  finally  gone  because we  die  to  our  self-
righteousness. You are united into Christ in a much
richer,  deeper,  and  experiential  way.  You  know
something has happened to you that  goes deeper
than anything else you’ve experienced in God. You
can see evidence of fruit in your life. Note in Joshua
3:10  God  says  he  performed  the  miracle  of  the
Jordan crossing so that, “You will know the living
God is among you and that he will truly drive out
before you the Canaanites, Hittites, Hivites…” etc.
These  enemies  represent  our  enemies  in  the
Christian  life  -  whether  they  are  sins  or  other
obstacles  in  our  vocational  callings.  God  does
something in our hearts when we cross our Jordan
in such a way that we will know that the living God
is  with  us  -  now  living  in  us  -  and  that  he  will
actively and personally drive our enemies out. We
are  sure  of  victory;  we  are  sure  of  receiving  our
fullest inheritance in the life to come; we are sure of
his grace and we are now fully relying on it, having
left the ladder of virtue behind at last. In short: we
enter into an entire sanctification of rest and victory
and  perfect  love  and  full  faith  and  live  fully  in
Christ. God’s promise is now ours!

But this is not the end
The crossing of the Jordan is the beginning of

our obtaining our full inheritance, which is what we
receive in the next age. Entire sanctification is not
the  final  glorification  that  the  scriptures  talk  so
much  of.  But  entire  sanctification  is  a  definitive
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moment  in  our  life  when  we  can  live  in  God’s
perfect love and live out God’s perfect love, without
sinful desires hindering us. It is  entering into the
inheritance, not having it all just yet. As God said to
Moses,  they  will  inherit  the  land “little  by  little”.
God wants us to enter into his resting place where
we’ve laid down our struggle to be virtuous and we
enjoy his shalom and enjoy being fruitful - but I do
not  believe  we receive  all  of  God’s  inheritance  in
this life. After we enter our inheritance we still fight
battles, this time victoriously because God gives the
victory, setting things up for future generations. We
enter in, but the fullness of it we will receive in the
next age.

This is where we can again eliminate common
confusion around the idea of ‘Christian perfection’.
There is still growth to be done after God perfects
us  in  love,  which  is  what  entering  into  our
inheritance  is  about.  It’s  also true that  before  we
entered in, God was doing a work in us - it’s not
that  he  did  nothing  in  us  until  this  time!  John
Wesley,  a  big  advocate  of  Christian  perfection,
never  meant  that  a  person  does  not  continue  to
grow in grace after  receiving entire sanctification,
and  I  don’t  think  he  meant  that  God  is  doing
nothing  in  us  until  entire  sanctification  either  (a
common  misconception).  What  is  meant  by
perfection is  a gradual  work that  culminates  in a
radical re-orientation of our hearts toward God and
love  for  others.  This  keeps  to  the  meaning  of
sanctification  -  to  be  set  apart  for  a  purpose.  As
John Wesley  says  in  speaking  of  this  experience,
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“Love  has  purified  his  heart  from  envy,  malice,
wrath, and every unkind temper.”30 I add, however,
that what God wants to do is move us away from
typical  holiness  thinking  that  equates  “Christian
perfection” to having come to the top of the ladder
of virtue. It is not that. It is coming into rest where
we’ve  finally  died  to  that  old  system  of  law  and
striving, after a lot of dying took place beforehand.
While we do work in God’s resting place,  it is his
work through us, it is work in resurrection power,
where we work as new creatures and our work isn’t
about  us  but  about  God’s  glory  and  God’s
righteousness. Again, from Wesley:

“God is mindful of the desire of them that fear
him,  and  gives  them  a  single  eye,  and  a  pure
heart; he stamps upon them his own image and
superscription. He creates them anew in Christ
Jesus;  he  comes  unto  them  with  his  Son  and
blessed  Spirit,  and,  fixing  his  abode  in  their
souls, brings them into the ‘rest which remains
for the people of God’.” 31

The power of Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan

Jesus,  as  the  Messiah and redeemer  of  Israel,
prophetically  embodies  Israel  in  his  life  -

30 John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian 
Perfection, (Kindle edition), Seedbed Publishing.

31 John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian 
Perfection, Page 31 (Kindle edition), Seedbed 
Publishing.
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succeeding where ever Israel failed. Israel itself was
meant to be a blessing to the world but never quite
reached  the  pinnacle  of  that  promise.  In  Jesus,
however, it has. 

We can pick up how Jesus embodies Israel when
we  look  at  his  baptism  in  the  Jordan  (Matthew
3:13-17).  After  he  is  baptised  he  goes  into  the
wilderness for forty days - and we remember that
Israel wandered the wilderness for forty years. But
Jesus  is  victorious  against  Satan  and  temptation
and his faith remains firm throughout. He succeeds
where  Israel  and  Adam  failed.  He  never  shrinks
back in unbelief and never becomes self-righteous -
and he continues in faith even until his death on the
cross.

The  significance  of  Jesus’s  baptism  cannot  be
understated. He is baptised in the Jordan, not the
Red Sea. He says to John that he must be baptised
in order for “all righteousness to be fulfilled”. Why
did Jesus only undergo one baptism and not two,
like  Israel  did  -  especially  if  Jesus  prophetically
embodies Israel? Here’s why: Jesus brought water
baptism and Holy Spirit baptism together when he
was baptised in the Jordan. What this means is that
only in Jesus we cross the Jordan - in other words,
we come into our inheritance through and in Him
alone. We only drive our enemies out and come into
the promise through and in Him. We only receive
and live in the Holy Spirit through him. It’s only in
and through Jesus that we ever obtain the Father’s
shalom  and  become  fruitful.  It’s  Jesus’s
righteousness  that  we  rely  on,  not  our  own,  and
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here  at  the  Jordan  we  shed  our  righteousness  at
last. This prophetic picture has implications for the
Church  as  a  corporate  body  and  for  us  in  our
personal walk. Through Jesus and Jesus alone we
inherit.  He  was  the  faithful  one  and  we  enter  in
through  his  faith,  and  actually  live  on  his  faith!
(Galatians 2:26; Romans 1:17.)32 

Therefore, God does not baptise us in the Holy
Spirit  if  we’ve  consecrated  ourselves  enough  (a
common idea) -  instead,  we are baptised because
Jesus  is  our  righteousness!  You don’t  need to  be
pious to get the Holy Spirit - God gives His Spirit
freely. 

The wilderness
Now we need to understand what the wilderness

is all about. I think many of us do find ourselves in
the wilderness. I also think that it is quite normal to
be  there  for  some  seasons  of  our  life.  This  is
because all  of us do have to deal  with unbelief  at
some  stage.  Wilderness  seasons  are  those  times
when it seems that we just can’t move on. We keep
struggling with the same issues again and again -
whether they be sin or something else. Given that
our struggles have a negative effect on our faith, it’s
very  difficult  to  admit  that  the  reason  why we’re
here  is  because  of  our  own  unbelief.  It  seems
something  of  a  conundrum  -  we  have  unbelief
because  of  the  reality  of  our  struggles,  but  our

32 I take the view that these verses are referring to the 
faith OF Christ  - See rtkendallministries.com/the-
faith-of-christ for a great overview.
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struggles  are  caused  by  unbelief!  Is  there  any
escape?

Yes. Jesus is the escape. It’s here that we have to
learn, in a deep and profound way, the truth of that.
God uses the wilderness for your own benefit and
for  his  own purposes.  It’s  here  in  the wilderness
where we have to face some tough questions about
ourselves, what we believe, and God himself. It’s in
the wilderness that we realise that we must die.

Hebrews 12:

For you have not come to something that can be
touched,  to  a  burning  fire  and  darkness  and
gloom  and  a  whirlwind  19  and  the  blast  of  a
trumpet  and  a  voice  uttering  words  such  that
those who heard begged to hear no more. 20 For
they could not  bear what was commanded:  “If
even an animal touches the mountain, it must be
stoned.”  21 In fact,  the scene was so terrifying
that Moses said,  “I shudder  with fear.”  22 But
you have  come to  Mount  Zion,  the city  of  the
living  God,  the  heavenly  Jerusalem,  and  to
myriads  of  angels,  to  the  assembly  23  and
congregation of the firstborn, who are enrolled
in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to
the spirits of the righteous, who have been made
perfect, 24 and to Jesus, the mediator of a new
covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks
of something better than Abel’s does.

As you can see in this scripture, Christians have
not come to Mount Sinai where the Law was given,
but we’ve come to Mount Zion. In other words, we
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die to the law and sin and live in the Spirit.  Our
battle  with  unbelief  manifests  itself  in  our
propensity to take up law or some or other idea or
philosophy and trust it to save us, or trust that we
can hold it in front of God and say, “We did this,
now  you  do  that,”  or  find  loopholes  or  ways  to
justify  ourselves,  or  something  along  those  lines.
Ultimately  this  is  about  us  believing we can save
ourselves and that our plans are better than God’s.
He  says  we  must  take  on  the  nations  in  the
promised land, but we think that it is better to be
back in Egypt. Our self-righteousness is the biggest
blind spot we have, and in the wilderness we can
see it for what it is. We begin to see just how much
we  have  made  excuses  and  refused  to  take
responsibility. None of this is easy, but every time
you sin use it as an opportunity to look your self-
righteousness  in  the face,  and come to  Jesus not
because of what you can give but because of who He
is. This is the purpose of the Law. Trust in God and
rely on Jesus’s work and focus on Jesus, living in
Him.  It’s  here  that  you  remember  who  it  is  you
truly are to rely on.

God  is  the  one  who  sends  us  through  a
wilderness. This can be difficult because it seems so
horrible on his part. What kind of a father would do
this? Surely he is a good God? A good God doesn’t
send  suffering,  right?  But  there  seems  to  be  no
other  way  to  truly  get  us  to  face  our  self-
righteousness and see our problem for what it  is.
Without  the  wilderness,  where  we  realise  we  are
powerless and entirely at God’s mercy, we just too
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easily  think  of  ourselves  as  the  true  masters  of
ourselves  and  our  destinies.  We’ll  start  counting
blessings as the power of our positive thinking or
our good and righteous actions, and so on, and any
suffering as some sort of mistake on our part. What
God wants to teach us, however, is that “it does not
depend on human desire or exertion, but on God
who shows mercy.” (Romans 9:16.) Merely telling
us we’re self-righteous is  not enough,  we have to
experience the fruit of our self-righteousness to see
it for what it is. 

My personal problem with a sinful addiction had
me  wandering  the  wilderness  for  many  years.  I
eventually cottoned on to the fact that it was due to
unbelief  that  I  had  the  issue,  but  I  never  quite
understood why I couldn’t  shed the unbelief.  The
reason  why,  I  discovered  after  many  years  of
searching, was that I was still trying to live on my
own  righteousness.  I  never  realised  that  I  sat  in
judgement over God, because when things didn’t go
my way I would think, “But I lived righteously! This
is  unfair!”  See,  because  I  was  so  self-righteous
much of my faith was in myself and ability and not
fully in Jesus, and I felt God owed it to me to do
good to me when I did good. I wanted desperately
to  climb  the  ladder  of  virtue  and  be  the  perfect
vision  of  a  strong  gentleman,  but  God  will  have
none of that, He loves me too much! So God let me
wander the wilderness and used my sinful addiction
to show me just  how unrighteous  I  am. I  had to
come to terms with the fact that I am, indeed, just
as sinful as everyone else - even more so, in fact!
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and that it was I - me - who made the choice to sin!
It wasn’t because of the fact that I am silly or dumb
or  weak,  or  because I  had  a  rough childhood,  or
because I live in a tough economical climate, or any
other myriad of excuses I  could come up with.  It
was a decision of my own. And I had to realise that
I had no way of pulling myself up by my bootstraps,
and that I  could no longer see Jesus as a kind of
principle or concept or idea or mechanism to help
me, but had to come to the person of Jesus and let
him deliver me and never move on from living in
Him. I had to really know that no one is righteous,
not  even  one  -  not  even  me.  (Romans  3:10.)
Especially not me. Paul calling himself the chief of
sinners (1 Timothy 1:15) is no longer theory or false
humility for me — I  still say that I am the worst of
us all! 

God's  presence  is  in  this  process  of  the
wilderness. God never left Israel in the wilderness
alone. He never leaves us alone. He will have us as
we are but he will not let us die in our sin and self-
righteousness.  It  was  never  God's  intention  that
Israel  should  wander  for  forty  years.  It  was  his
intention  that  they should  be in  the wilderness  a
short time - after all, they had to cross it to get from
Egypt to the Jordan. But after they rebelled against
him and stubbornly lived in unbelief instead of faith
in his promise (see how many times they say they
would  rather  be  in  Egypt)  God  decided  it  was
necessary.  Then he dealt  with the idolatry  still  in
their hearts and rooted out their unbelief and self-
righteousness.  They needed to  learn  to  trust  him
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and him alone. They needed to know who he was.
They needed to understand what it is God had for
them. He wanted to get Egypt out of them and it
took  forty  years  in  the  wilderness  before  this
happened.  May it  never take our whole lifetimes!
The  next  generation  were  able  to  grasp  God’s
promises  and  inherit  in  faith  -  let  that  be  your
testimony!

Many  Christians  live  their  lives  without  ever
moving into their inheritance. It's not easy to have
faith in a crisis of faith. When it feels as if we’re in
the wilderness it  really  isn’t  easy.  But take heart!
Jesus  is  the  author  and  perfecter  of  your  faith!
When  you  are  convicted  of  sin  there  is  no
condemnation  for  those in  Christ  Jesus  (Romans
8:1), only victory over sin, death and the devil, and
promises.  So  if  you  are  struggling  with  sin,  take
heart! If you are going through a crisis of faith, take
heart! If you are going through the wilderness, take
heart! If you sin today,  do not get down about it!
Your inheritance is sure! The inheritance is about
moving into God’s  grace  and trusting in  faith,  so
you use your sin to do just that — move into God’s
grace.  This  is  how  the  devil  sees  defeat  -  by  us
moving into grace and not by us “trying harder”. 

This is what Luther meant when he said: 

“If  you are a preacher  of  Grace,  then preach a
true, not a fictitious grace; if  grace is true, you
must  bear  a true and not  a  fictitious  sin.  God
does  not  save  people  who  are  only  fictitious
sinners.  Be a sinner and sin boldly, but believe
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and rejoice in Christ even more boldly.”33 

You’re moving to a place where God’s grace is all
and Christ is all and your righteousness is nothing.
So don’t move back into law, which is unbelief, but
move  more  into  grace.  “For  from his  fullness  we
have all received, grace upon grace. For the law was
given through Moses; grace and truth came through
Jesus Christ.” (John 1:17 ESV.)

If you’re in the wilderness it doesn’t mean there
is anything wrong with you. Once again, I’ll turn to
Luther’s way of looking at it. He used to call times
of spiritual crisis Anfechtungen: seasons in his life
where his soul was exceedingly dark, like a heavy
depression. 

[These  times  were]  so  great  and so  much like
hell  that  no  tongue  could  adequately  express
them, no pen could describe them, and one who
had  not  himself  experienced  them  could  not
believe them. (LW 31:129).

But later, remarking on the value of this, Luther
said:

"I didn't learn my theology all at once. I had to
ponder  over  it  ever  more  deeply,  and  my
spiritual  trials  [anfechtungen]  were  of  help  to
me  in  this,  for  one  doesn't  learn  anything
without practice." (LW 54:50)

There is value in the wilderness and all of us go
through seasons in it. But in these seasons God will

33 See www.scrollpublishing.com/store/Luther-Sin-
Boldly.html
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not abandon you! You are on the right track! For it
is  here  that  God,  once  again,  flips  everything
around – he wants to use your sin to get you ready
to inherit!  He wants  to use  your  sin to  have you
long  and  thirst  for  your  rest  of  faith  -  your
inheritance  -  realising that  only  God gives  it  and
you can’t attain it. God uses sin even for his glory.
He has defeated the works of the devil completely (1
John 3:8). He is using your sin so that you will give
up on your own self-righteousness and works and
look to his work and grace alone. It doesn't matter
if you have an addictive sin that brings you down,
what  matters  is  Christ.  Your  battle  is  not  against
sin, your battle is to keep faith and not let unbelief
sink in. As you wander this wilderness, look back at
the justifying work of Christ in your life and look
forward  to  the future  sanctifying  work  of  God in
your  life.  Remain  in  Jesus!  This  is  how  you  will
keep yourself in faith – you know that, since God
saved you, he has a blessed inheritance of grace for
you.  Give yourself  up to him to do his work and,
who knows, today could be the day – for as long as
it  is  called  Today  (Hebrews 3:13)  –  that  you  can
enter into his rest and finally have your promised
inheritance!

As C.S. Lewis says:
 

“Nothing less will shake a man—or at any rate a
man like me—out of his merely verbal thinking
and  his  merely  notional  beliefs.  He  has  to  be
knocked silly before he comes to his senses. Only
torture  will  bring  out  the  truth.  Only  under
torture does he discover it himself.” 
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Speaking of his former faith as a house of cards,
Lewis then says:

“The  sooner  it  was  knocked  down  the  better.
And only suffering could do it.34”

Listening to God’s personal guidance for
persistent sin

In the Exodus and Joshua narrative we also see
something  interesting  with  regards  to  how  God
guides the Israelites  into taking their  inheritance.
Even though God has given Israel his Law by the
time  Joshua  and  Israel  enter  into  the  promised
land, he provides specific guidance and strategy for
each  of  their  campaigns  against  their  enemies.
Some of these strategies are strange and some we
would even call irrational, such as marching around
Jericho.  They  had  to  do  that  for  seven  days!
Throughout  the  narrative  we  see  God  acting  as
Israel’s  commander  with  Joshua  obeying  and
leading  the people  in very specific  guidance from
God. God also never seems to use the same strategy
twice  -  they  never  marched  around  another  city
again.  It  seems  Israel  never  expected  that  they
would march around another city again, they knew
that  this  was  a  very  specific  strategy  for  a  very
specific situation.

The  significance  of  this  sheds  some  light  on
what faith and walking by the Spirit also includes -
listening to God’s personal guidance and strategies

34 A Grief Observed by C.S. Lewis, HarperCollins 
Publishers, 2009, Kindle Edition.
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for  our  specific  battles,  and  then  doing  what  he
says. “The Lord your God will hand it over to you…
do as the Lord says! See, I have given you orders.”
(Joshua 8:7,8). We all ought to do what he says to
us all generally in the scriptures, but we also ought
to do what he says personally to us. Obviously, the
latter will never negate or run against the former.
Faith is believing God that he will do as he says -
drive out and destroy our sin, if you listen to him
and do what  he  says.  “See,  I  am about  to  defeat
Jericho for you,” (Joshua 6:2). 

It’s  interesting  how  two  people  may  struggle
under  the  same  addictive  sin  but  one  solution
works for the first and doesn’t seem to work for the
second.  Each  must  find  their  own  personal
guidance  from  God  in  dealing  with  the  issue.
Ultimately, the Gospel brings freedom to us all, but
sometimes we have to find unique ways to live in it,
or we find that one person seems to explain it in a
way  we  understand better.  We have the Spirit  to
“guide us into all truth”. (John 16:13.) You do what
God says to you, even if it seems odd. But if it ever
contradicts  what  we  know  of  God’s  will  and
character  and  scriptures,  (for  example,  God  will
never  tell  you  to  divorce  or  sleep  around  before
marriage!) then it was obviously not from God.

The  two  times  in  the  book  of  Joshua  where
Israel failed is when one man didn’t listen to God’s
specific commandment on what they should do at
Jericho (Joshua 7) and where Israel failed to “ask
the Lord’s advice” (Joshua 9:14), leading them into
being tricked  into signing a  treaty.  It’s  clear  that
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God wants us to check with him when it comes to
dealing  with  our  enemies.  This  principle  is
obviously the same for other issues of our Christian
life, including challenges as the corporate church -
each  church  needs  its  own  strategy  from  God in
reaching the people God has called it to.

When we  look  at  the  life  of  Jesus  we  see  the
same principle. Note that no two healings were ever
the same.  Sometimes Jesus heals  by touch,  other
times  he  tells  lepers  to  show  themselves  to  the
priests (Luke 17:11-19). We know that he is always
prophetically pointing to something in his healings
in the scriptures, usually something to do with who
he is, but we can also see how one lives by the Spirit
-  by  doing  only  what  the  Father  is  doing  (John
5:19). 

You have to follow God’s general commands and
you have to follow his specific, personal commands.
Each  of  these  are  done  as  Jesus  lives  his  life
through you - in other words, when God commands
you to do something he has already provided the
means for it  to be done. There is  really  no magic
cure-all  bullet  for  dealing  with  whatever  sin  you
may  be  struggling  with.  In  addition  to  believing
(and keep reminding  yourself  of)  the  Gospel  and
staying dead to law and “reckoning yourself dead to
sin” (Romans 6:11), God wants to give you a specific
strategy  for  your  sin.  You  can’t  keep  looking
everywhere  else  for  guidance  and  strategy.  You
can’t replace the Holy Spirit with Google. Perhaps
God  will  use  Google  or  some  book  or  article  or
something along those lines, but you can’t assume

154



JESUS CRUSHES SIN

what  he  will  do.  God  wants  to  speak  to  you
personally  about  it  -  let  him  do  so.  He’ll  never
contradict  what  is  obviously  in  the  Bible,  but  he
promises he will speak to you, comfort you, guide
you  into  all  truth,  and  never  leave  you  as  an
orphan!  Jesus  does  speak  today  -  to  you  and
corporately.

This  beautiful,  dynamic,  relational  reality  of
living by the Spirit requires some maturity on our
part to never insist that whatever strategy God gives
us for our particular  sin struggle is  a strategy for
everyone. Perhaps what God told you to do will be
helpful  for others to know, but we must never be
prescriptive.  I  think  many  people  have  assumed
that  what  God  has  said  to  them  is  what  God  is
saying  to  everyone,  leading  to  a  great  deal  of
legalism. If God tells you to stop reading something
or  listening  to  some  kind  of  music  because  it
somehow leads you into certain sins, don’t assume
everyone ought to do the same! If you feel led to
take  up a  particular  sport  because  it’ll  make  you
uninterested  in  your  sinful  habit,  don’t  assume
that’s the answer for everyone! Let God speak to all
himself! 
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Why faith is not a work

If you wish to fulfill the law and not covet, as the
law demands,  come believe in Christ  in whom
grace,  righteousness,  peace,  liberty,  and  all
things are promised you. If you believe, you shall
have all  things;  if  you do not believe you shall
lack  all  things…  God our  Father  has  made  all
things depend on faith so that whoever has faith
will have everything.

- Luther35

We inherit God's promises by faith and patience
(Hebrews 6:12). But Biblical faith isn't what many
think it is these days. Today many preach that the
reason why someone hasn't received healing from
God (physical or emotional)  is because they don't
“have  enough  faith”.  This  is  also  linked  to
prosperity -  the reason why you’re  not well  off  is

35 Martin Luther, Treatise on Christian Liberty. See 
history.hanover.edu/courses/excerpts/165luther.ht
ml
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because  you  don't  “have  enough  faith”  or  don’t
“exercise” your faith. Once Michael Eaton related a
story at my church about a preacher who said that if
Paul  had  his  (the  preacher's)  kind  of  faith,  he
wouldn't  have gone through so much persecution
and  trouble!  He  must  have  forgotten  that  Jesus
himself suffered and even went to a cross!

Popular Western thought loves the idea of faith.
It's often treated as a kind of magic. “Just believe”
is a popular phrase – but believe what? Or believe
who?  In  popular  Western  culture  and,  sadly,
Christian  culture,  faith  has  become  something
synonymous with positive thinking and confession,
intellectually  agreeing  to  a  set  of  propositions  or
principles,  a  strong  willpower,  a  confidence
(sometimes irrational confidence), or some kind of
substance (a misunderstood rendering of Hebrews
11:1) that can be used to effectively force God to do
something. God is bound by the law of faith, people
say, and therefore must respond to it.  As you can
see here, faith has become a sort of new law that
just puts us back under the law.

It’s  in  this  context  that  the  above  quote  from
Luther can sound as if it comes ripped straight out
of a modern prosperity preacher’s sermon. It’s sad
that  this  has  happened.  What  Luther  meant  by
faith,  as  well  as  many  other  Christian  teachers
throughout  the  centuries  since  the  Church  began
(including the New Testament writers, of course) is
very different to how we think of it today. Faith is
being free from the law. It is not a work.

In  an  article  at  his  website,  Mark  Horne

157



RYAN PETER

illustrates  the  problem  with  our  modern
interpretations of faith beautifully.

“Imagine a teacher asking a child in school if he
believes  that  two  and  two  is  four.  If  the  child
answered affirmatively, then how would he reply
if  the  teacher  responded  with  great  passion,
asking,  “But  do  you  believe  it  sincerely,  with
your  whole  heart?”  What  could  possibly  be
communicated by such an exchange. Would not
the child simply be confused? What if the child
was told that his eternal destiny, the difference
between heaven and hell, rested on whether he
“truly” believed that the sum of two and two is
four? This would obviously produce a great deal
of anxiety but there would be no obvious way to
relieve such anxiety.36”

This outlines the absurdity of our modern ideas
of faith – that you can get something from God if
you “just believe”. If what you want doesn’t happen,
then  obviously  you  didn’t  believe  “with  all  your
heart”. But how do you believe with all your heart?
What does that even mean? How do you believe in
something  more  than  you  already  do?  If  you
believe, you believe, surely?

There are two issues here. The first issue is that
our culture believes suffering is always evil. But it’s
not. As we saw in the last chapter, suffering is often
God’s way of making us see how we really are. It’s
hard to  accept  this  but the reality  is  we wouldn’t

36 See Mark Horne’s article at 
www.hornes.org/theologia/mark-horne/faith-and-
faithfulness
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believe  our  self-righteousness  to  be  a  problem
unless  we  actually  felt  the  problem.  So  when  we
have faith that God would let us avoid some kind of
suffering,  and  this  doesn’t  happen,  we’re
immediately wondering if God is fair, or if God is
real, or if we got the faith formula right in the first
place.  Our  understanding  of  suffering,  however,
ought to be questioned.

The  second  issue  here,  as  Horne  points  out
further  in  his  insightful  article,  is  the  lack  of
understanding  on  how the  Greek  word  for  'faith'
(pistis)  can  be  translated  as  both  faith  and
faithfulness.  This  is  key.  Faithfulness  brings  a
relational  component  in.  Faith  is  therefore  not
some invisible force but has to do with relationship.
It has to do with trust and reliance — namely, trust
and reliance on Jesus himself.

What  was  a  liberating  doctrine  in  Christianity
has become a trite phrase in Western culture and
some  sort  of  weird  mental,  emotional  work  of
willpower  in the Church.  Faith really  has become
the same thing as making a wish. If you wish upon a
star you must wish really hard or it doesn’t happen.
Is that  what Jesus meant in Mark 11:23 when he
said, “I tell  you the truth, if someone says to this
mountain,  'Be lifted up and thrown into the sea,'
and does not doubt in his heart but believes that
what he says will happen, it will be done for him.”?
I very much doubt it! But yet it is often taught that
way — that we must make sure we don’t doubt or
whatever we are trusting God for won’t happen. We
will look at that scripture in detail shortly but my
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point here is to say that essentially a huge part of
the church these days has put faith in faith. And the
result?  Amidst  other  disastrous  effects  and  even
heresy, faith has become a work.

This approach to faith, I think, can actually and
surprisingly  be  traced  back  to  the  Holiness
movement  of  the  19th  century.  There  were many
parts  of  the  teaching  in  this  movement  that  was
unfortunately  a  distortion  of  John  Wesley's
teaching  on  entire  sanctification  and  Christian
perfection. Probably under the influence of Phoebe
Palmer, the Holiness movement began to teach that
a person must first fully  consecrate themselves to
God (give everything up) and then, once that was
done,  “by  faith”  accept  that  they  were  entirely
sanctified.  “By  faith”  began  to  mean  that  you
believed  you  had  it  whether  you  experienced
anything or not, or whether you saw the fruit of it
or not. This began to change what the phrase “by
faith”  means.  It's  obvious  that  if  you  didn't  get
entire  sanctification  then  either  you  didn't
consecrate yourself  enough (how would you know
when you have?) or you didn't have enough faith!
Or the right  kind of  faith! You will  end up being
endlessly  introspective  as  you  constantly  doubt
whether  you  consecrated  everything  and  search
deeply  for  the  faith  that  you  need;  and  you  will
never get there.

I don’t think that consecration was ever meant
to be too complicated. You can’t say that to get what
you want (to be entirely God’s) you have to first do
it (consecrate yourself) because you're powerless to
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do it until you get what you want. This becomes a
bait  and  switch  scenario.  Consecration  —  which
means willingly giving everything up — is a natural
outworking of God’s Spirit working in us. The thirst
for this and the giving everything else up for it is a
natural reaction — as Jesus said, “The kingdom of
heaven is like a treasure, hidden in a field, that a
person found and hid. Then because of joy he went
and  sold  all  that  he  had  and  bought  that  field.”
(Matthew 13:44.) If you’re thirsty enough for God
you will naturally be keen to give everything else up
for it — so just ask God to make you thirsty for him!
And then even more! Those who hunger and thirst
for righteousness will  be satisfied.  (Matthew 5:6.)
As God fills you with more love then you will give
things up because love always gives things up for its
beloved.

These days many people preach that we should
“receive” this or that “by faith” from God. Yet the
Bible's language is different. Faith is either spoken
of as a gift or is spoken in the context of inheriting,
or in the context of coupling it with works for the
sake  of  others  (James  2).  When  it  comes  to
sanctification  we  do  not  'receive'  by  faith,  we
'inherit'  by faith.  Receiving by faith has led to us
speaking  of  'claiming'  what  is  ours.  Claiming
requires work and effort. Using your ‘arms of faith’
(as it is commonly taught) to receive is about work
and effort.
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Three reasons why faith is never a work
Therefore there are four reasons why I believe

faith can never be a work – and once it is made into
a  work  it  loses  what  it  really  means  (and
Christianity loses what makes it unique):

1. Faith is as natural as breathing.
2. Faith in Christ comes from God.
3. The Bible never calls faith a work but likens it

to resting.

1. Faith is as natural as breathing

Every  single  human being  has  the  capacity  to
rely on someone else to some level. Reliance is built
into  the  very  fabric  of  human  life  –  from  the
moment we are conceived we rely on someone. 

From the Old Testament to the New Testament,
faith  is  about  relationship.  The  Hebrew  words
which equate to the word ‘faith’  are aman, batah,
mibtah,  hasah,  galal,  mahseh,  yahal,  rechats  and
emunah.  As with the Hebrew language,  there are
many  nuances,  but  the  thrust  of  all  these  words
points to relational and personal trusting; reliance;
belief (as in, belief in someone and not belief that
this  or  that  is  true);  complete  confidence  in  a
person; assurance in a person; rest in a person; and
faithfulness to someone. 

Romans 1

16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is
God’s  power  for  salvation  to  everyone  who
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believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17
For the righteousness of God is revealed in the
gospel  from faith to faith,  just  as it  is  written,
“The righteous by faith will live.”

Here in Romans 1:17 Paul is quoting Habakkuk
2:4. The Hebrew word used for faith in that verse is
emunah,  which  means  faithfulness  or  loyalty,
perseverance,  steadfastness  and  fidelity.  In  other
words,  regardless  of  the  circumstances,  one  is
faithful to God and persistently trusts and relies on
God, believing that God will  always come through
and will  always fulfil  his promises.  Jesus did this
for  us.  This  is  why,  when  you  read  the  original
quote in Habakkuk 2:4 in some Bibles, you will see
'faith'  translated  as  'faithfulness'.  I  am quite  sure
Paul  wouldn't  have  deliberately  changed  the
original meaning. Rather, I think he is showing that
we  rest  on  Christ’s  faith  /  faithfulness  (”the
righteousness of God is revealed”) and live on it. As
he says elsewhere,  “…not because I  have my own
righteousness derived from the law, but because I
have  the  righteousness  that  comes  by  way  of
Christ's faithfulness--a righteousness from God that
is  in  fact  based  on  Christ's  faithfulness.”
(Philippians 3:9.)

It's  the same as  how a young boy defends his
father when the kids might be teasing him about his
dad at school. Perhaps they say his dad has a funny
hairstyle or is poor, or so on. By defending his dad
the young boy is being faithful to dad and showing
just  how  much  he  trusts  him.  ‘Faith’  and
‘faithfulness’ at the same time.
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This example serves to show that faithfulness is
as  natural  to  human beings  as  breathing.  We,  of
course,  don't  always  get  it  right,  but  that  doesn't
take away the fact that  we can do it.  Everyone is
capable of love, even though this love is not perfect
love. It's perfecting love that God moves us towards
in his sanctification. But just because we don't love
perfectly;  and  just  because  we  aren't  perfectly
faithful  all  the  time  (especially  not  with  God),  it
doesn't mean that we're unable to trust or rely in
someone (and something – think about how easy
we trust in our money) or be faithful to someone, or
an  idea,  or  a  thing  –  and  we  can  often  do  this
without  it  ever  feeling  like  a  work.  Our principle
problem,  actually,  is  our  persistent  faith  in
ourselves over any faith in God! Plus the things we
put our faith in enslave us and,  thus,  we become
faithful to them - and only Jesus can free us from
them!

The  duel  but  uncontradictory  nature  of  faith
being  believing  in  someone  and  being  faithful  to
them is paramount in understanding how faith isn't
a work yet it can look like work from the outside. If
you're  faithful  to  someone  you  do  certain  things
and you don't do certain things. But for you none of
this  is  truly  a  work as  it  comes out  of  a  devoted
heart. If you're faithful to something (say, your job)
the result is often the same. Others may not like the
person or whatever it is you're faithful to, and they
might think being faithful  to that person or thing
must  be  hard,  but  that's  because  where  your
treasure is, there your heart will be also. (Matthew
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6:21.)  It's  not  difficult  for  any  person  to  have  a
treasure and to have their heart with it.

Faith  is  also  quite  rational.  It's  not  blind.  I
believe in the doctrine of total depravity,  but that
doctrine shows us how we all put our faith in the
wrong things  and in ourselves,  and that  we need
God to do a miracle in our hearts before we put our
faith  in  God,  not  that  we're  incapable  of  having
faith  or  are  unable  to  ever  be faithful  to  anyone.
What we are incapable of having on our own is a
Christian  faith,  a  reliance  on  God  instead  of  our
idols  and ourselves:  a  saving faith.  But  faith  and
being faithful is still something that we can all do,
to one degree or another. We certainly find it easier
to be faithful to systems and idols and ideals than
we do to people! In this way, when we're exhorted
to  put  our  faith  in  Christ  and  remain  faithful  to
him, it's not that God is asking us to do a work, he
is just asking us to decide where our heart will lie
and who it will rest in. (Not that this is easy to do.)

Will you rest in your money? Is your confidence
and trust in the economical systems of this world?
Or can the world have its money as long as you have
God? Likewise, is your confidence and trust in your
righteousness? Or in Christ’s? Whose righteousness
will you rest in? Faith is about resting in Christ  - it
is not a work. As we shall see later on, rest cannot
ever be a work.

2. Faith in Christ comes from God

But while faith is as natural as breathing, faith in
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Christ is a gift from God - it is something that the
Holy Spirit actualises. “For by grace you are saved
through faith, and this is not from yourselves, it is
the  gift  of  God.”  (Ephesians  2:8  -  also  quoted
above). Peter says faith is ‘obtained’ or ‘received’ or
‘granted’ (2 Peter 1:1). How this all happens in the
details  is,  of  course,  quite  a  mystery,  and
theologians have for generations argued over these
details.  Whether the Holy Spirit  gives us an alien
(outside of ourselves) faith or actualises our human
faith in a miraculous way, I cannot say. But at the
most  basic  level  no  one  can  have  faith  in  Christ
unless  God  makes  it  so.  This  is  affirmed  in
Christian orthodoxy regardless of whether you are
Catholic,  Protestant,  Evangelical  (Calvinist  or
Arminian),37 or Eastern Orthodox. As stated by the
Catechism  of  the  Catholic  Church  (CCC)  Section
162: "Faith is an entirely free gift that God makes to
man.”38

In Acts 26, Paul tells of his testimony and says
this interesting tidbit:

I said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I
am Jesus whom you are persecuting. 16 But rise
and stand upon your feet, for I have appeared to
you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant

37 The Arminian doctrine of Prevenient grace is defined
as ‘divine grace that precedes human decision’. See 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prevenient_grace

38 CCC 162 - 
www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/
p1s1c3a1.htm
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and witness to the things in which you have seen
me and to those in which I will appear to you, 17
delivering  you from your  people  and from the
Gentiles—to whom I am sending you 18 to open
their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness
to light and from the power of Satan to God, that
they may  receive forgiveness of sins and a
place among those who are sanctified by
faith in me.’

Here we see once again that sanctification is by
faith in Christ as justification is by faith in Christ.
When  we  are  justified  we  are  sanctified,  as  1
Corinthians 9 tells us. It's not that 1 Corinthians 9
or Acts 26 is pointing to a separate event – it points
to the same event. You were set apart by God for his
purposes  when  you  first  came  to  Christ.  But,  as
we've noted, sanctification is  not completed when
we come to our first faith in Christ.  There is  still
more of it for us in our inheritance - an inheritance
we receive by the faith God gave us when we came
to salvation. You have the necessary faith to get to
your inheritance already, because God has given it
to  you!  This  isn’t  complicated.  You don’t  need to
puff it up or build it up, all you need to do is live in
Christ and not go back to law (even so-called ‘laws
of faith’) and the faithfulness of Christ, which you
live in, will turn to fruitfulness.

Some  think  that  Jesus’s  statements  on  faith
contradict the idea of faith being a gift and places a
responsibility on us. Often you see this idea when
people say things like, “This or that didn’t happen
because you didn’t have enough faith,” with rather
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negative exhortations to get enough faith. We’re at
a loss to know when we have enough though. Using
some popular scriptural examples that others use to
prove this idea, I will show that this isn’t the case at
all and, in fact, these scriptures bolster the idea that
faith  and  faithfulness  in  God  is  ultimately  a  gift
from  God,  both  imputed  (God  counts  Jesus’
faithfulness  toward  us)  and  infused  (God  fills  us
with faith).

Mark 11

20 In the morning as they passed by, they saw
the  fig  tree  withered  from  the  roots.  21  Peter
remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The
fig tree you cursed has withered.” 22 Jesus said
to them, “Have faith in God.  23 I  tell  you the
truth,  if  someone  says  to  this  mountain,  ‘Be
lifted up and thrown into the sea,’ and does not
doubt in his heart but believes that what he says
will happen, it will be done for him. 24 For this
reason I tell you, whatever you pray and ask for,
believe that you have received it, and it will be
yours.  25  Whenever  you  stand  praying,  if  you
have  anything  against  anyone,  forgive  him,  so
that your Father in heaven will also forgive you
your sins.”

It’s frequently asserted in Word of Faith circles
that this scripture shows us we should ‘speak to our
mountain’, which is an act of faith that in itself will
build our faith enough to believe what we are saying
is true and will happen (and therefore, it happens).
Faith  comes  by  hearing  (Romans  10:17)  after  all.
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I’m not convinced that that is what Romans 10:17
or  this  scripture  are  pointing to.  It  is  also taught
that “have faith in God” (verse 22) means that we
are to have “God-like”  faith in its  literal  meaning
(or, the kind of faith God has).39

Can anyone really  have God-like faith? I don’t
believe this is possible. We are made in the image of
God,  but that  doesn’t  mean we can automatically
have God-like faith. If our natural spiritual make-
up allows us to somehow conjure up God-like faith,
then  why  hasn’t  humankind  been  able  to  have
God’s faith throughout history? Why did Jesus have
to die if we already have what we need?

But the literal translation of ‘have faith in God’
actually  is  ‘have  faith  of  God.’  (Many  literal
translations  render it  as  such.  The original  Greek
can be both.) What could this mean? The answer is
as clear as day: the faith of God means it  is  faith
that comes from God and is different to the faith of
man. It’s not the quality or quantity of the faith of
the person that is the point here. Rather it’s where
the  faith  that  moves  mountains  ultimately  comes
from - which is God. Even the rendering ‘have faith
in  God’  puts  the emphasis  on God,  not  the faith.
Because of our modern notions of faith we place the
emphasis  on  the  faith,  not  on  who  our  faith  is
supposed to be in. Jesus was encouraging faith in
God, not exhorting us to have lots of faith! But even
so, Jesus is saying that no one can take credit for
having  faith  where  there  is  no  doubt  to  such  a
degree  that  they  can  move  mountains.  We’re

39 Kenneth Hagin has often stressed this interpretation.

169



RYAN PETER

supposed  to  say  to  ourselves,  “But  such  faith  is
impossible” and then realise that “with people this
is impossible, but with God all things are possible”
(Matthew 19:26 NASB) and therefore put our faith
in God, who makes all such things possible. 

This  verse  is  not  saying  we  have  to  try  and
conjure up God-like faith, as if faith was equivalent
to  wishing  really,  really  hard.  I  take  this  line  of
thinking because Paul also affirms that “mountain-
moving faith” is a gift in 1 Corinthians 13:2, in the
context of prophecy and speaking in the ‘tongues of
angels’ and other spiritual gifts. He also speaks of a
gift  of  faith  in  1  Corinthians  12:9.  Plus  let’s  not
forget  the  context  of  Mark  11  —  the  fig  tree
represents  Israel’s  or  Jerusalem’s  unfruitfulness.
(See also Luke 13:6-9.) Note how Jesus clears out
the temple after cursing the tree and how there is a
discussion about  Jesus’  authority  at  the  end.  The
picture of the mountain is a Jewish one - they may
very well have been passing the Mount of Olives at
the  time,  but  there  is  also  the  Temple  Mount
imagery  to  consider,  which  makes  this  into  a
prophetic  statement:  God was about to throw the
Old Covenant system into the sea, or the people of
Israel were going to be scattered into the sea of the
nations  (which  they  were  in  70AD).  For  our
purposes the point is this: God imparts a complete
assurance in our hearts for something in particular
when that something is connected to his Will. This
is why “faith is the assurance of things hoped for.”
(Hebrews 11:1.) The ‘faith of God’ is linked to the
Will of God and prophecy — acting on the Will of
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God. We need to hear God and know what his Will
is. As Jesus said time and again, “He who has ears
to hear, let them hear.” None of this is a work as
God puts that faith into us, the same as he gives a
prophetic  word.  It  is  a  spiritual  gift.  We’re  not
supposed to focus so much on the person who has
the faith in this scripture but on what God is doing.
We’re to get our eyes off ourselves (our faith) and
simply hear and look and see what he is about, and
go with what he is doing. And that is true, Biblical
faith. 

This is confirmed in another scripture that goes
on similar lines:

Luke 17

5 The apostles  said  to  the Lord,  “Increase  our
faith!” 6 So the Lord replied,  “If  you had faith
the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this
black mulberry tree, ‘Be pulled out by the roots
and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.

7  “Would any one of you say to your slave who
comes  in  from  the  field  after  plowing  or
shepherding sheep, ‘Come at once and sit down
for a meal’? 8 Won’t the master instead say to
him,  ‘Get  my dinner  ready,  and make yourself
ready to serve me while I eat and drink. Then
you may eat and drink’? 9 He won’t thank the
slave because he did what he was told, will he?
10 So you too, when you have done everything
you were commanded to do, should say, ‘We are
slaves  undeserving  of  special  praise;  we  have
only done what was our duty.’”
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The disciples asked for an increase in faith, but
Jesus deflects this by speaking of the faith the size
of a mustard seed (a very small seed) and then tells
a parable that seems completely unrelated. But of
course it’s related. The parable in verse 7-10 speaks
against the idea that God is ever at our mercy. It
speaks against the idea that if I exercise a certain
amount  or  certain  kind  of  faith  then  God  is
obligated to do certain things, as if he is some sort
of impersonal, cosmic balancing power or universal
law. Rather, what is being showed here is that it is
ultimately  God  who  decides  that  it’s  time  for  a
mulberry tree to be tossed into the sea by simple
words — and if he uses your words you were only a
servant  doing  your  duty,  not  some  big  hot-shot
exercising great faith!

In  referring  to  the  healing  of  a  cripple,  Peter
says in Acts 13:6 that it was “On the basis of faith in
Jesus’  name, his very name has made this man—
whom you see and know—strong. The faith that is
through Jesus has given him this complete health
in the presence of you all.” Here we see that Jesus is
actually the focus, and what he did and does, not so
much the faith. If faith can also mean faithfulness,
it  sheds  some  more  light:  the  healing  is  done
through the faithfulness of Jesus, not anyone else!

The  mustard  seed  picture  shows  us  that  faith
and faithfulness are planted in you. I don’t believe
this is carrying the picture too far. Human nature
wants to boast in its faithfulness all  the time. We
like  to talk  about  how big and amazing our faith
and  faithfulness  is.  This  goes  back  to  our  self-
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righteousness. Yet Jesus is saying that faith isn’t big
or amazing or hyped up, it’s planted in you by God
and is as small  as a mustard seed. No amount of
faithfulness  obligates  God  to  anything,  you  were
simply doing your duty. But when God plants his
faithfulness in you then you can tell a mulberry tree
to be uprooted and it will do so, because the master
has decided it.

What  is  being  said  is  ultimately  that  faith  is
resting in Jesus. The seed of faithfulness is actually
the seed of Christ - it’s his faithfulness, his work, his
love, his Spirit that is planted in you and produces
fruit for the Kingdom. Salvation is a gift from end to
end.  God  gives  you  faithfulness  where  you  have
none - he gives you Christ’s faithfulness! He gives
you faith when you don’t have it! Even if you don’t
live  according  to  Christ’s  faithfulness,  you
nevertheless  actually  have  it,  as  you  are  the
“righteousness of God”. (2 Corinthians 5:21.)

But what of the centurion who received praise
from Jesus for having great faith by understanding
authority?  (Luke  7:1-10;  Matthew  8:5-13.)  Jesus
‘marveled’ at the centurion’s faith because he hadn’t
found faith like that in Israel. The marvel was that
God  had  given  someone  faith  outside  of  God’s
chosen people, Israel. Notice that, after this, Jesus
makes a point about how the “sons of the Kingdom”
will  be  thrown out  to  darkness,  while  others  will
share  in  the  banquet  with  Abraham,  Isaac  and
Jacob in the Kingdom of Heaven (Matthew 8:11,12).
The  point  about  the  centurion  understanding
authority also points to the fact that he understands
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Jesus’ authority to do this, and God has authority to
save  anyone  that  he  pleases.  If  God  is  giving  a
Gentile centurion faith and honouring it, then that
means  he  is,  indeed,  bringing  Gentiles  into  his
Kingdom  through  Jesus.  It’s  a  prophetic
declaration to the Jews of what God is doing. 

Furthermore,  the  Luke  narrative  follows  this
with the story of Jesus raising a widow’s son (Luke
7:11-17) where no one had faith except Jesus. This
should make us think twice about how we interpret
the story of the centurion. What’s  in view here is
God’s mercy to whoever he will have mercy.

We see this again and again. God gives faith to a
ceremonially  unclean woman (Luke 8:40-48)  and
she is healed. Is she healed on the basis of her own
faith  or  her  own  faithfulness?  She  was  even
breaking  Moses’  law  by  being  there,  because  she
was  unclean.  No,  she was  healed  on the basis  of
Christ, who is the living Word of God and who has
all authority. This was precisely John the Baptist’s
point to the Jews who thought they could rely on
their blood for salvation — “don't think you can say
to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father.' For
I  tell  you  that  God  can  raise  up  children  for
Abraham from these stones! Even now the axe is
laid at the root of the trees, and every tree that does
not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown
into the fire.” (Matthew 3:9,10.) 

In the past holiness has often become a litmus
test  which  we  can  use  to  separate  true  believers
from others. We might say that those who smoke
and  drink  cannot  be  saved  or  ever  come  into
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holiness because they are not taking God seriously.
But these scriptures ought to make us realise  the
danger  of  such an attitude.  God will  give faith to
whoever he wants.  Let’s  not tell  God who he can
and cannot save, and who he can and cannot wholly
sanctify.  Tomorrow the alcoholic  might just enter
into a holy inheritance while you’re still wallowing
in your self-righteousness, with God ready to throw
you into the fire and get it out of you!

Therefore,  it's  because  of  Christ's  faithfulness
and faith, not our own, that we also enter into our
inheritance. We rest in him. Who calls rest a work?
No one. If anyone claimed rest as a work we would
all call them mad. Rest may require some discipline
in  our  restless  world,  and  we  often  have  to
discipline  ourselves  to  rest  because  our  work  is
unfinished. But is Christ’s work unfinished? No, “it
is  finished”.  (John 19:30.) Christ is  already risen,
the  work  has  been  done!  The  "activity"  of  non-
activity is not a work. Without doing some major
logical  and  philosophical  semantics,  does  anyone
ever call rest, work?

To have faith is not a work, but to have unbelief
is.  As  faith  is  linked  to  faithfulness,  unbelief  is
linked  to  unfaithfulness.  We might  think that  it's
harder to have faith and easier to have unbelief, but
the  very  opposite  is  true.  When  you  leave
something for someone else to do, is that a work?
Of course not, you are leaving them to do it! But if
you try to take over or are constantly butting in on
their work, then you are, in fact, working. The irony
of all this is that we do our best work when we are
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resting!
The reason why unbelief  seems easier to do is

because  we  have  hearts  of  stone  and  we  would
rather  trust  in  our  righteousness  than  Christ’s.
Christian  faith  is  a  miracle  because  it  breaks
through our stony hearts. God is the one who does
it - we can’t just have faith because we decide to.
We can’t declare ourselves faithful because we think
so. We have a miraculous  faith and a miraculous
faithfulness, which is given to us - imputed, infused
and  imparted.  Therein  lies  its  greatest  power.  If
God can change a heart then he can do anything.
What a relief to know that the Father is bigger than
our faith and our hang-ups and our mistakes! After
all,  God is greater than our hearts  (1  John 3:20).

Ezekiel 36:

I will sprinkle you with pure water and you will
be clean from all  your impurities.  I  will  purify
you from all your idols. 26 I will give you a new
heart,  and I will put a new spirit within you. I
will  remove the heart  of  stone from your body
and give you a heart of flesh. 27 I will  put my
Spirit  within you; I will  take the initiative and
you will obey my statutes and carefully observe
my regulations. 28 Then you will live in the land
I gave to your fathers; you will be my people, and
I will  be your God. 29 I will  save you from all
your  uncleanness.  I  will  call  for  the grain  and
multiply it; I will not bring a famine on you.

As  faith  /  faithfulness  was  never  a  work  in
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justification so it is not one in sanctification. It is
Christ  who  sanctifies  through  the  Holy  Spirit
indwelling us. As a crop grows and no one knows
how, because God does it, so we grow in love. So we
mature. He perfects us. In our growing in love we
rely  more on grace  and never  less.  We are  saved
from  introspection  because  it’s  not  about  us,  it’s
about Christ.  Jesus is the focus not our response;
His  already-done work negates  faith  ever  being a
work.  It  is  finished  and  he  finished  it.  It  is  not
finished when you believe, it was finished when he
died. Your ability to believe was assured when He
rose. We preach by the power of the Holy Spirit, our
guarantee  of  the  efficacy  of  the  Gospel  message,
backed  by  the  Gospel  person,  Jesus;  the  Gospel
focus, Jesus; and the Gospel work, Jesus - in His
birth, life, ministry, crucifixion, death, resurrection,
ascension, Holy Spirit, and return. Did faith do any
of these things? No, Jesus did.  Did faith die on a
cross  for  us?  No,  Jesus  did.  Did  Jesus  do  these
things by his faithfulness? Yes, and we rest in his
faithfulness alone. So stop putting faith in faith and
rest in Christ!

So faith did no work and is therefore not a work.
Jesus works,  faith doesn't.  Jesus is  our work, our
righteousness,  our justification,  our sanctification,
our  glorification.  Our  hope,  faith  and  love  is  in
Him. And when we're in him, we have hope, faith
and love in abundance! We become faithful to God!

Unbelief is tiring. Having a hard heart isn't easy.
Constantly  questioning  what  God  says  and  the
promises he gives is difficult work. Building walls
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wearies us out! These things are tiring whether you
are  a  Christian  or  not.  For  the Christian,  faith  is
actually easier than unbelief, because faith is part of
the new creation God has made us.  Of course we
still have unbelief to work through, but if we fix our
eyes on Jesus and rest in his work, God will do his
work. It's harder work to stop a hose pipe's water
from coming out than it is to let it flow. Yet we do
often stop the work of God as we listen to the old
man's  voice  of  rebellious  independence.  But  we
must fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter
of  our  faith;  the  author  and  perfecter  of  our
faithfulness to God.

3.  The  Bible  never  calls  faith  a  work  but
likens it to resting

So the reality is that there is, in fact, no work to
be done for this completing work in sanctification
because this is Christ’s work and we are resting in
Him.  That  resting  is  faith  and  that  faith  is  our
promised  rest.  It  is  the  rest  of  faith  that  is  our
inheritance.  But  as  we’ve  outlined,  there  is  a
difference  between saying there  is  no work to  be
done for sanctification and saying there is no work
to be done in sanctification. There is plenty of work
to be done in it, and these are works of faith. They
are characterised by this faith. 

We’ve  spoken  a  great  deal  about  works  and I
don’t want to repeat myself here. What I’m getting
at  is  that  sanctification  is  by  faith.  By  resting  in
Him. Perfecting is by faith. He does the perfecting
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in us. Even material provision is by faith - we rest in
His perfect grace,  in His perfect provision, as the
source  of  all  things.  We  are  content  in  what  he
provides,  not  restlessly  trying to  always  get  more
while also not always depriving ourselves of good
things. All good things are gifts from God. We don't
toil  and labour  here.  The Bible always juxtaposes
faith and works and never makes faith a work. If we
understand that faith is linked to faithfulness there
is still no work involved. Should we accept the way
our culture defines faith? Should we accept the way
modern  preaching  defines  and  distorts  faith?  Or
accept the way the Bible defines faith? 

Philippians 3

8 I now regard all things as liabilities compared
to the far greater value of knowing Christ Jesus
my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all
things – indeed, I regard them as dung! – that I
may  gain  Christ,  9  and  be  found  in  him,  not
because  I  have  my  own  righteousness  derived
from  the  law,  but  because  I  have  the
righteousness  that  comes  by  way  of  Christ’s
faithfulness – a righteousness from God that is
in fact based on Christ’s faithfulness. 

We are given Christ's  faith and covered by his
faithfulness  when  we  are  enabled  to  hear  by  the
word of Christ (Romans 10:17). This is the word of
who Christ is and what he has done and what he
does.  We live  out  a  life  of  faith  and faithfulness,
which  the  Spirit  continues  to  form  within  us
(Galatians 5). We actually live on Christ's faith and
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faithfulness, through the Spirit, not our own!
In  his  article  Horne once  again  highlights  the

important principle of faith and faithfulness from
John 6: 66-69:

As  a  result  of  this  many  of  His  disciples
withdrew and were not  walking with Him any
more. So Jesus said to the twelve,  “You do not
want  to  go  away  also,  do  you?”  Simon  Peter
answered Him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You
have words of eternal life. We have believed and
have come to know that You are the Holy One of
God.”

Horne:  “Quite  obviously,  Peter’s  declaration  is
an expression of faith. Just as obviously it is an
expression  of  faithfulness.  Instead  of
abandoning Jesus when he taught hard things,
Peter  declares  that  he  will  continue  “walking
with Him.” He faithfully continues to trust Jesus
even when others unfaithfully decide they can no
longer trust him.”

So now it's with this background that we turn to
Hebrews 11, which is often used to claim that faith
is what it isn't. 

Hebrews 11:1

“Now faith is  being  sure  of  what  we hope for,
being convinced of what we do not see.”

Many say that this scripture shows us that  we
must  'be  sure'  and  'convinced'  of  something  we
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want or need and we will get it. This is the wrong
way  around.  You  do  not  become  convinced  of
something to have faith (which makes faith into a
kind of mental  and emotional power of the will  -
you must wish really hard!) but you first have faith
and then are sure and convinced. And it is God who
gives this assurance, this faith.

Biblical faith, as I've noted, is trust and reliance
in  Christ.  You're  convinced  about  Christ;  you're
sure of Christ; you're resting in Christ.  If you put
'resting in Christ' or 'faithfulness' or 'trust' in place
of the word 'faith' in this scripture, it might help to
open  it  up  a  little  bit.  We're  not  exhorted  to  be
convinced  –  we're  exhorted  to  continue  to  be
faithful to God, even when it’s difficult, because he
will fulfil his promises.

The  entire  context  of  Hebrews  is  about  the
promises  of  God  –  our  inheritance.  You  cannot
have  faith  for  something  God  has  not  promised.
You can't be convinced about any of the promises
until you're wholly convinced about God. Your faith
is in God and you're trusting God, therefore it must
be  something  God  has  promised.  You  can’t  just
make up promises on God’s behalf!  The whole  of
Hebrews 11  goes through a list  of  Biblical  figures
who, through believing in God and staying faithful
to him, with patience, inherited what was promised
– even if they didn't inherit the full promise in this
life (in the case of Abraham, for example). If God
does not promise something then you cannot live
on Christ's faithfulness for it.
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The soul which clings to [God’s promises] with a
firm faith will be so closely united with them…
that it will not only share in all their power but
will be saturated and intoxicated by them… This,
then, is how through faith alone without works
the  soul  is  justified  by  the  Word  of  God,
sanctified,  made true… Just as the heated iron
glows like fire because of the union of fire with
it, so the Word imparts its qualities to the soul.

- Luther, On Christian Liberty, 14-15

It is on God's promises that we are convinced.
Note how Luther puts it above - we share in all the
power  of  God’s  promises.  God’s  promises  come
with power.  Faith is a work when you're believing
God  for  something  God  has  not  promised.  Faith
becomes  a  work  because  there  is  no  power  in
promises  God  has  not  given.  But  when  God  has
promised, you're sure of it  because you're sure of
God.  He  is  faithful  on  what  he  promises,  not  on
what we want or promises we make up! 

Many  realise  this  but  don't  believe  we  should
wait for God’s promise to be fulfilled. In fact, they
teach that if you don't believe you have something
already, then you don't believe at all! Thus, if you're
trusting for healing, you must “believe you have it
already” and you're told that if you doubt that you
already have it, then you loose it. This is not at all
what  James  was  teaching  in  James  1:8,  a  verse
often used to support this unliveable idea.

When it comes to sanctification, I’ve hinted at a
school of thought that says we must believe we are
already  entirely  sanctified  “by  faith”  because  “we
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are convinced of what we do not see”. But verse 3
and 4 in Hebrews 11 says, “By faith we understand
that the worlds [creation – what we can see] were
set in order at God’s command, so that the visible
has  its  origin  in  the  invisible.”  This  is  about
understanding and trusting (having faith) that it is
God who makes  things  happen,  not  our  amazing
self-conjured  faith.  In  other  words,  you  don't
believe  you've  already  got  the  promise,  you
(appropriately)  believe  that  you  will  when  God's
timing is right - in the face of a wilderness you’re
currently going through. And when you receive the
promise there will  be some kind of evidence that,
indeed, you've received what was promised. You're
not exhorted to rely on invisible evidence or some
feeling  or  notion  or  willpower.  The  thrust  of  the
scripture is saying that you know that God, who you
cannot see in the material world, made the material
world – therefore,  anything else he has promised
will become visible and real in his appointed time,
just like the created world did! 

No more worrying whether you ‘lose’ something
you already received because you doubted! If  you
didn’t have it, you didn’t have it - but that doesn’t
mean God won’t  give  it  tomorrow.  Stand firm in
your  faith  and  don’t  worry,  because  God  isn’t
worried  about  your  feelings,  he  is  interested  in
working your self-righteousness out of your heart.
Being unsure tomorrow about his promises but still
being faithful to him nevertheless is faith. We rely
too much on our feelings when God is much more
practical, looking at your actual walking with him.
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He  won’t  count  your  ‘being  unsure’  against  you
unless you harden your heart and walk in persistent
unbelief,  even in the face of evidence that he will
fulfil his promises, because you are just too full of
yourself.

None  of  this  is  a  'work'.  All  of  this  is  about
resting in Christ's work as the proof and foundation
that God fulfils his promises. Christ has done all the
work there is to do.  There is no extra work to be
done except the grand work he already did. To have
faith  in  Christ  isn't  some extra  work that  we can
possibly add to the work already done. Faith is, in
no  Biblical  record,  anywhere,  put  down  as  a
commandment or a thing we must do. It's always
something  that  we  must  have.  And  it  something
God  gives  and  is  the  work  of  God  (John  6:29).
Unbelief is something we do, faith is something we
have. We have it as part of our natural make-up; we
have Christ's faith as part of our new-born make-
up.  His  faithfulness  covers  us and we move from
faith to faithfulness.

Patience
It's by a faithfulness kind of faith that we live. In

other words, there is a big aspect of perseverance
through trial. Trial does not just mean being under
temptation or suffering financially – it also means
suffering under your desires and your falling into
sin.  And,  as  the  scripture  says,  it  is  by  faith  and
patience  that  we  inherit  the  promises  of  God
(Hebrews  6:12).  Patience  is  pushing  us  towards
perseverance and steadfastness.
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James 1:

2 My brothers  and sisters,  consider  it  nothing
but  joy  when you fall  into all  sorts  of  trials,  3
because you know that the testing of your faith
produces endurance. 4 And let endurance have
its perfect effect, so that you will be perfect and
complete,  not  deficient  in  anything.  5  But  if
anyone  is  deficient  in  wisdom,  he  should  ask
God,  who  gives  to  all  generously  and  without
reprimand, and it will be given to him.

When  endurance  in  a  trial,  which  includes
temptation,  falling  into  temptation,  and  having
desires we don't want, has had its effect, we inherit
the  promises  –  becoming  perfect  and  complete
(mature and whole). James classifies the 'trial' as a
testing of our faith. This is what faith looks like –
sticking  to  God  even  when  we  are  continually
sinning, and trusting him that he and he only has
the power to deliver.

The book of  James argues against  the kind of
faith we see so prevalent in the world and church
today – an agreement to a set of ideas or a belief in
belief.  It  shows  that  faith  includes  an  aspect  of
faithfulness  to  God  and  love  toward  others.  The
works in view in James have to do with justice and
helping the poor, “real religion” as James calls it in
1:27, and keeping yourself unstained by the world.
James does not mean we are to be perfect and does
not mean that  works justify us,  but he means we
ought to do what we already can do. Don't get this
backwards – it's not that you need good works to
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have faith, or that good works prove faith, you need
faith  to  have good works! Or rather,  you need to
couple your faith with works if you’re going to be of
any use to anyone else! (James 2 is referring to a
useful faith to the poor man, it is not referring to
works justifying us.)

So let's talk about patience. God is not in a rush.
Not even to get rid of your sin! This may make no
sense because we know that God hates sin, yet he is
not actually in a rush to have it  gone out of your
life. He uses sin for his holy purposes, to bring us to
a  place  where  we  are  dependent  entirely  on  him
and not on us.  When we are faithful  to  God and
continue to believe in his promises while under the
trial  of  falling  into  sin  and  having  to  live  with
desires  we  hate,  our  faith  is  tested  and  then
completed, and so are we.

This is not to say that God tempts us. He does
not,  as  James 1:13 says.  I  always used to wonder
why James brings this up - of course God does not
tempt us! Does that not seem obvious? But when
we start realising that trials can include falling into
sin, then it doesn’t seem so obvious. James brings
this up precisely at this point to show that our trials
will include having desires we don't want, because
he wants us to know that God does not tempt us but
the temptation comes because of our own desires.

James 1:13

“Let  no  one  say  when  he  is  tempted,  “I  am
tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted by
evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14. But each
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one is tempted when he is lured and enticed by
his own desires.  Then when desire conceives it
gives birth to sin, and when sin is full grown, it
gives birth to death.”

But James then goes on to say that we are not to
be led astray, for every perfect gift is from above,
from the “Father of lights” who gives to all without
variation. Why bring this up? Because we ought not
to  lose  faith  as  God  will  give  us  his  gift  of
sanctification  in  fullness  for  he  wants  us  to  be  a
“kind of firstfruits of all  he created” (James 1:18).
James  then  speaks  of  the  “message  implanted”
within  us,  which  is  “able  to  save  [our]  souls.”
(James 1:21.) Salvation, in this sense, is very much
the here-and-now kind: where our souls need to be
saved (not justified before God, but ‘healed’ - which
is  what  the  Greek  word  for  ‘saved’  also  means)
every day from what sin does to us.

So what are we trusting for? How is our faith
tested? By enduringly trusting that God has saved
us and forgiven us and that we can rely on his grace
again  and  again  and  again  -  and  when  we  are
relying  solely  on  his  grace  and  not  on  our
righteousness we come into our inheritance, where
God  sanctifies  us  through  and  through.  (1
Thessalonians 5:23.)

Self-righteousness is the biggest kind of unbelief
we have and it's in the trial of sin that we see our
self-righteousness  for  all  it  is.  It's  here  that  we
realise that it doesn't matter how clever we think we
are or how just we think we are or how righteous or
how strong, we still  fall.  We honestly believe that
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we  can  do  anything  and  everything.  We  all  too
quickly like to throw out faith and faithfulness and
exchange it  for  formulas  and principles  and laws
and  philosophy  and  psychology  and  motivational
talks.  If  tomorrow our  sin  disappeared  we  would
pat ourselves on the back and talk and teach about
how we did it,  never becoming aware of our own
self-righteousness and unbelief  toward God.  We'd
never  realise  just  how  much  faith  we  have  in
ourselves and in humanity. We wouldn't notice that
we're  far  more  faithful  to  our  own  ego  and
reputation and glory than to God or anyone else. 

Sexual  sin  or  anger  or  whatever  you  struggle
with may be a problem, but self-righteousness and
pride is a far worse problem. The entire human race
suffers from this kind of unbelief. If it’ll take sin to
show you your real sin of unbelief,  so be it.  Take
note  that  it  was  the  sins  of  unbelief  that  Satan
sowed into the hearts of Adam and Eve in Genesis
3:1.  But Jesus destroyed the works of the devil (1
John 3:8).

Today you might not have all of the idolatry of
your heart sorted out. That's okay. Focus on Christ
and his grace. So long as you are trusting in Christ
and not yourself,  in time God will  bring you into
your  inheritance,  and  that  day  very  well  may  be
Today.  The  timing  is  his,  not  yours,  and  this
surrender to his timing is part and parcel of what it
is he is doing in you.

“The mystery of sanctification is that the perfect
qualities of Jesus Christ are imparted as a gift to
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me, not gradually, but instantly once I enter by
faith  into  the  realization  that  He  “became  for
[me]  .  .  .  sanctification  .  .  .  .”  Sanctification
means  nothing  less  than the holiness  of  Jesus
becoming mine and being exhibited in my life.

“The most wonderful secret of living a holy life
does not lie in imitating Jesus, but in letting the
perfect  qualities of  Jesus exhibit  themselves  in
my human flesh. Sanctification is “Christ in you .
. .” (Colossians 1:27). It is His wonderful life that
is imparted to me in sanctification— imparted by
faith  as  a  sovereign  gift  of  God’s  grace.  Am  I
willing for God to make sanctification as real in
me as it is in His Word?

“Sanctification  means  the  impartation  of  the
holy qualities of Jesus Christ to me. It is the gift
of His patience, love, holiness, faith, purity, and
godliness that is exhibited in and through every
sanctified  soul.  Sanctification  is  not  drawing
from Jesus the power to be holy— it is drawing
from Jesus the very holiness that was exhibited
in  Him,  and  that  He  now  exhibits  in  me.
Sanctification  is  an  impartation,  not  an
imitation.  Imitation  is  something  altogether
different. The perfection of everything is in Jesus
Christ, and the mystery of sanctification is that
all  the  perfect  qualities  of  Jesus  are  at  my
disposal. Consequently, I slowly but surely begin
to live a life of  inexpressible order,  soundness,
and holiness— “. . . kept by the power of God . . .”
(1 Peter 1:5) – Oswald Chambers40

40 My Utmost for His Highest, available online at 
utmost.org/sanctification-2/
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Perfect love

John 14:15

“If  you  love  me,  you  will  keep  my
commandments”. 

How do you read this verse? In it is a glorious,
life-filled promise. “If anyone loves me he will obey
my word, and my Father will love him, and we will
come to him and take up residence with him.” Jesus
promises us that if we love him then the result is we
will keep his commandments. Too often we read it
the  other  way  around  -  that  by  obeying  his
commandments we prove our love to him. This is
not what this verse says! As John Piper says:

“Jesus tells us that this love is of such a nature
that  it  results  in  the  keeping  of  Jesus’s
‘commandments,’  or,  more  generally,  his
‘word’… loving Jesus is not the same as keeping
his commandments. It precedes and gives rise to
keeping the commandments.  Keeping his word
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is the result of loving him…”41

And  what  are  Jesus’s  commandments?  “Now
this  is  his  commandment:  that  we  believe  in  the
name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another,
just  as  he  gave  us  the  commandment.”  (1  John
3:23.)  You  will  find  that  all  of  Jesus’
commandments  always  come down to trusting in
him and,  out  of  that,  loving others.  Loving Jesus
leads us to faith in Jesus, and faith in Jesus leads us
to love Jesus - it’s circular - and both of these lead
us to love others. 

John the Apostle focuses on this theme a great
deal throughout his books. Here in 1 John we see
more amazing promises.

1 John 4:16 – 19 

We have come to know and to believe the love
that God has in us. God is love, and the one who
resides in love resides in God, and God resides in
him. 17 By this love is perfected with us, so that
we  may  have  confidence  in  the  day  of
judgement, because just as Jesus is, so also are
we in this world. 18 There is no fear in love, but
perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to
do  with  punishment.  The  one  who  fears
punishment has  not  been perfected in love.  19
We love because he loved us first.

41 See John Piper’s sermon, If Anyone Loves Me He 
Will Keep My Word - transcript available at 
www.desiringgod.org/sermons/if-anyone-loves-me-
he-will-keep-my-word
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Jesus’s love leads us to love others, which is his
commandment.  John defines  this  love  as  ‘perfect
love’ or ‘perfecting love’ and states that this love is
perfected with us.  Ultimately  our  sanctification  is
about living in perfect love - it’s about God’s love
living in us and us living in God’s love and God’s
love living through us and us living out God’s love.
“His  love  precedes  and  enables  our  love”  (John
Piper). “Love one another as I have loved you,” says
Jesus  in  John  13:12.  He  loves  us  first  and  so
therefore we love. This love perfects us so that just
as Jesus is, so also are we in this world, if we live
and abide in his love.

These days people have all sorts of ideas about
love  and  its  meaning.  Christian  love,  however,  is
Jesus himself working in us and then through us.
We  can  do  all  sorts  of  things  that  look  like  love
when our hearts are actually full of vanity and evil.
After  all,  even  if  we  prophesy  and  speak  in  the
tongues of angels and have mountain-moving faith,
but  have  no  love,  we  are  resounding  gongs  and
clashing cymbals! (1 Corinthians 13.) 

“Love comes from God.” (1 John 4:7.) As Joseph
Dongell  says,  “Wherever  we  see  [love]  truly
expressed,  we  know  that  God,  in  his  grace,  is
somehow the supplier… all  love is still  ‘from God’
and  as  such,  has  not  (strictly  speaking)  been
created, ex nihilo, by any human individual… love is
a gift from God and is not the raw creation of our
wills.”42 But God’s perfect love is a gift we seek and

42 Joseph Dongell, Sola Santa Caritas, pg 18, 19, 
Seedbed Publishing.
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pursue and trust him for, as we are urged to do in 1
Corinthians 13 and 14. As we seek for it and pursue
it we must know Jesus gives it, and he is perfecting
it  in  us.  We  can  “know the  love  of  Christ  which
surpasses all  knowledge and be filled with all  the
fullness of God.” (Ephesians 3:19.) 

God is infusing his perfect love in us, which is
expelling  sin  from  the  heart.  Our  joy  is  being
completed. This, I think, is one of the most positive
ways of speaking about our inheritance of holiness.
Jesus was revealed to take away sins (1 John 3:5)
and everyone who resides in him does not  sin (1
John 3:6). These are very strong words from John,
but  he  has  even  more.  “The  Son  of  God  was
revealed” to “destroy the works of the devil” (1 John
3:8)  he says,  and then goes  so far  as  to  say that
everyone who “has been fathered by God does not
practice sin, because God's seed resides in him, and
thus  he  is  not  able  to  sin,  because  he  has  been
fathered by God.” (1 John 3:9.) In 1 John 3:7 it says
the blood of Jesus cleanses us from all sin! 

I'm not quoting selectively, this is exactly what
these scriptures say.  If  Jesus came to destroy the
works of the devil then it means that this is exactly
what Jesus has done. If sin is not a work of the devil
I don't what is! Pray to the Father to be fathered by
him, truly, and then the grand promise is there: you
will  not sin. Remain and abide in Jesus, live your
life in him, and the promise is there: you will not
sin.  John is  not  saying that  if  we  sin  we  are  not
being fathered, but is encouraging us to be fathered
by God so that we will not sin. He is not saying that

193



RYAN PETER

if we sin we do not abide in God, but rather that if
we continue to abide in God then we will  not sin.
It’s a promise not a test. It’s a promise to encourage
our faith - to encourage us to trust him — not test
our faith. Is God not powerful enough to do this? Of
course he is. That might be difficult to believe but
the promise is as clear as sunshine right there in the
scriptures.  Stand  in  faith  in  Christ  and  see  your
inheritance come!

We can be set free from the rule and reign of sin
in our hearts – our desires can, and will,  change.
We find joy in new things. We can be moved into
perfect  love.  This  isn’t  about  a  journey  to  virtue,
this is about a journey into full grace. This doesn’t
mean we will be sinless, but it does mean that God
will actually, really, deal with our sin as we journey
into  full  life  with  the  Spirit.  We  obtain  this
inheritance by faith even as the inheritance is a rest
of (in) faith. For, “This is the conquering power that
has conquered the world: our faith.” (1 John 5:4b.)
We believe that Jesus is the Son of God and “Who is
the person who has conquered the world except the
one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?” (1
John 5:4a.) 

Being  fathered  by  God  is  something  that  will
happen throughout our entire lives. There is never a
time we are no longer being fathered! Yet becoming
a father in the faith is in view, as 1 John 2:12 – 14
shows us. This means that there is a time that you
do become a father, a time when you do mature, a
time when fruitfulness comes. There is a time when
God’s  perfect  love  has  done  a  fuller,  complete,
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perfecting sanctifying work. God is perfecting you.
So long as you don’t go back to law but keep in step
with the Spirit his work will be completed. For love
is  the  fulfilling  of  the  law  (Romans  13:10).  This
doesn't  mean  we're  under  the  law  of  the  Old
Testament, it means that we go beyond the law –
we fulfill  God's intentions in the law in the Spirit
through love. It is “the perfect law of love” or “the
law of liberty” (James 1:25). 

Even  in  our  corruptible  bodies  God  has
promised us that he puts his laws in our minds and
writes them in our hearts  (Jeremiah 31:33).  Thus
you can “love the Lord with all your heart and all
your  soul  and  all  your  mind”  and  “love  your
neighbour and yourself.” If we love Jesus then we
will  fulfil  his  commands because it  is  our  love in
him and his love in us that energises the fulfilling of
these  commands.  We participate  in  his  love.  The
Spirit  is living his love through us - we are being
“possessed by God” as his very own possession. God
produces  the fruit  of  the  Spirit  in  us  –  love,  joy,
peace,  patience,  goodness,  kindness,  gentleness,
faithfulness, and self control. 

Today we love the Lord – tomorrow we will love
the  Lord  all  the  more  –  and  then,  one  day  -  or
rather, Today (trust him for it!) we will enter into
his rest and love God in a full maturity. Today we
love our neighbour, tomorrow we will do it all the
more,  by  loving Jesus!  Then we will  grow in  our
love for God all the more. Then we will grow in our
love  for  our  neighbour  all  the  more.  This  is  the
promise of the Christian life,  our inheritance,  our
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sanctification:  that  he  will  complete  the  work  he
began in  us.  (Philippians  1:6.)  This  will  never  be
about  our  righteousness  or  morality  but  it  will
always be about the righteousness of God and his
love.  We  are  united  with  him  as  a  bride  and  a
groom,  as  one  flesh  yet  two  people.  May  we
decrease and may he increase! (John 3:30.)

8 Love never ends. But if there are prophecies,
they will be set aside; if there are tongues, they
will  cease;  if  there  is  knowledge,  it  will  be  set
aside. 9 For we know in part, and we prophesy in
part, 10 but when what is perfect 2 comes, the
partial will be set aside. 11 When I was a child, I
talked  like  a  child,  I  thought  like  a  child,  I
reasoned  like  a  child.  But  when  I  became  an
adult, 3 I set aside childish ways. 12 For now we
see in a mirror indirectly, 4 but then we will see
face to face. Now I know in part, but then I will
know fully, just as I have been fully known. 13
And  now  these  three  remain:  faith,  hope,  and
love. But the greatest of these is love.

Pursue love. (1 Corinthians 13.)

Set apart for his purposes
We are set apart by God for God. But we are also

set apart by God for his mission purposes, and it’s
here where holy love in Christ really begins to make
sense as an all-encompassing phrase that expresses
the Christian life. It’s here that we really see how
Jesus works not only in us but through us.

Where we first see the word for ‘holy’ in the Old
Testament  is  the  Hebrew word  kadosh.  Leviticus
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11:45 in the Jewish Orthodox Bible says, “ye shall
therefore  be  kadoshim [set  apart  ones],  for  I  am
kadosh.”  God  declared  Israel  kadoshim because
they were to be separated from the other nations as
his special servants and people. He called them out
of  Egypt  to  be  his  set  apart  ones.  It's  out  of  his
saving them that they are made holy – not out of
their  own  effort  but  out  of  God's  unconditional
choosing of them.

All  of  the  furnishings  in  the  Old  Testament
tabernacle were declared kadosh because they were
not to be used for anything else except the work in
the tabernacle.  The meaning here  expands to  not
only  mean  “set  apart”  but  also  “set  apart  for  a
special purpose”. Purpose is key – they are not just
set apart, they have a use. Israel was declared set
apart for God’s special purposes. There is a second
reason for God setting Israel apart and there is  a
second reason why he sets us apart. The first reason
is because he loves us, as we have seen. The second
reason is to fulfil his purposes because of his love
for others. 

The God of purpose
What is interesting about this is what is meant

when God declares himself to be kadosh. In Isaiah's
vision of the Lord (Isaiah 6:3) he sees the seraphim
declaring:

““Holy (kadosh), holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;
the whole earth is full of his glory!”

God’s own holiness is coupled with the idea of
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purpose. I’m grateful to Alan Jones for spotting this
insight in his  book,  “The Subjective God”.43 If  we
understand holiness to mean both “separated” and
“set apart for a purpose” we see that holiness means
far  more  than  what  we  typically  might  think,
especially  when  we  think  of  philosophical  and
legalistic,  religious approaches to holiness.  If  God
says he is holy that means that he sets himself apart
for  himself  and  he  also  sets  himself  apart  for  a
purpose.  His character  and being is  not only tied
into  his  “otherness”  and  separateness  –  his
transcendence – but also in his own purpose. And
that is, indeed, an interesting thought. It is perhaps
made most clear when we see how God frequently
reveals himself through scripture.

Psalm 135:

4  For  the  Lord  has  chosen  Jacob  for  himself,
Israel as his own possession.

5 For I know that the Lord is great, and that our
Lord is above all gods.

6 Whatever the Lord pleases, he does, in heaven
and on earth, in the seas and all deeps.

7 He it is who makes the clouds rise at the end of
the earth, who makes lightnings for the rain and
brings forth the wind from his storehouses.

15 The idols of the nations are silver and gold,

43 Alan Jones, The Subjective God, available at 
http://www.amazon.com/The-Subjective-God-
Examining-Singularity/dp/1507694520
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the work of human hands.

16  They  have  mouths,  but  do  not  speak; they
have eyes, but do not see; 

17 they have ears, but do not hear, nor is there
any breath in their mouths.

18 Those who make them become like them, so
do all who trust in them!

19 O house of Israel, bless the Lord! O house of
Aaron, bless the Lord!

20 O house of Levi, bless the Lord! You who fear
the Lord, bless the Lord!

21 Blessed be the Lord from Zion, he who dwells
in Jerusalem! 

Praise the Lord!

We  can  see  here  that  God  declares  that  he  is
different to our idols in every way. Unlike our gods,
He isn't an idol who sits on a shelf and is adored,
but is completely useless to itself or anyone else. He
is glorious and good and unlike anything else in all
His  own  created  universe.  He  is  unique,  He  is
distinct. He is transcendent – beyond or above the
range of normal or physical human experience. But
God's holiness, his holy character, is also revealed
through  what  he  does.  Instead  of  demanding
adoration from a pedestal,  God gets  into the dirt
and the grime and the hurt and the injustice and all
the  sin  with  us.  He is  not  only  transcendent  but
immanent. He is Jesus Christ, fully God and fully
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man, who walked this earth and suffered and died
at the hands of evil and death, turning that evil and
injustice  over  and  defeating  death,  sin  and  the
devil. He is also, right now, working in you.

Our  approaches  to  holiness  are  rooted  in  our
self-righteousness and we think God views his own
holiness in the same way - that it is primarily about
being seen as above and beyond everyone else. But
God’s righteousness is altogether different. God is a
God who does things. Or, more specifically, God is
love. It’s within this that he is holy. This is how he
sees holiness. He has purposes and he accomplishes
his purposes. He is at work in you and is at work
through you. He is also God the Holy Spirit - the Set
Apart  Spirit,  as  it  were,  who  is  set  apart  for  a
purpose and sets us apart for a purpose.

Jesus became Holy Sin on the cross  – perfect
holiness bearing the sins of all the world and dying
for  that  world,  declaring  his  forgiveness  even  as
that world crucified him (Luke 23:34).  He died to
the law and to sin for us, because we couldn’t die
without  facing  judgement.  He  was  raised  for  us
because we couldn’t be raised! This is exactly what
holiness  looks  like:  the  greatest  act  of  love
humanity  has ever and will  ever know. It  was an
act. He didn’t just talk, he did. He didn’t just bask
in his glory, but actually did (and does) things. We
are not to be conformed to the image of this world
but into the image of Christ - and this is what he
looks like. He really taught and really healed people
and really dealt with the devil. He really died and
really  dealt  with  death.  His  death  wasn’t  some
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abstract  event  to  make  sense  of  a  theory  of
atonement,  but  it  was  a  real  death.  And  real
resurrection. And he really works in us and through
us  today.  He  really  deals  with  your  sin.  Love  is
acting, it’s doing.

It all comes down to this: Jesus is what holiness
looks like. Born of a virgin, the king of kings relying
on milk from his mother’s breasts! God himself was
unashamed to  be  human.  Therefore,  we ought  to
also  be  unashamed.  Holiness  is  not  super-
spirituality, where the things of this earth are seen
to  be  loaded  with  evil  and  temptation  and  we're
supposed  to  move  beyond  them.  Holiness  is  not
about becoming some spiritual being that is 'above'
the  earth  and  our  human  needs.  God  never
intended for us to have our own righteousness and
be like him, knowing good and evil!  But to know
Christ,  which  is  eternal  life!  Holiness  looks  like
compassion and love.  Enjoying  God and what  he
has given us in his creation. Truth and real justice.
A  bloody  crucifixion  under  injustice.  Real  love.
Resurrection  and ascension.  All-powerful  and all-
humble.  Anointed  and  full  of  purpose.  Full  of
wisdom and power. Fulfilling the mission of God.
Working. All of this is God’s work, and it is his work
today, in us and through us. Not our work but his!

God  is  an  apostolic  God,  evidenced  by  Jesus,
who is the exact image of who God is. (Colossians
1:15.)  We can define God's holiness  by looking at
Jesus. Our sanctification is therefore not about us
becoming  good  and  clean  and  existing  on  a
pedestal.  Holiness is not a polished ornament but
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an  ongoing,  burning  fire  of  love.  As  Oswald
Chambers  put  it:  “The  emphasis  of  holiness
movements  tends  to  be  that  God  is  producing
specimens  of  holiness  to  put  in  His  museum…
God’s purpose is not to perfect me to make me a
trophy  in  His  showcase;  He  is  getting  me to  the
place where He can use me. Let Him do what He
wants.”

Holiness is about getting into the mud and sin of
this world and bringing people out. It’s not about
living  in  a  Christian  sub-culture  or  living  as  a
hermit  in  a  forest  somewhere,  separated  from
everyone else. Or living in a beautiful monastery in
an elite holy club. While it is certainly a living, fiery
love,  it  is not a mystical,  higher-than-earth,  pious
state of being. I have no problem in some respects
with the contemplative life of monks, provided that
their lives are modelled around Jesus, who shows
us that love is  not just contemplation.  God’s holy
love is about fruitfulness, and mystical experiences
are really only a by-product. Most people who want
the  contemplative  life  want  to  unplug  and
disengage  and  climb the  ladder  of  human  virtue.
That's  not  holiness.  The  best  of  the  monks  in
Christian  history  were  the  very  opposite  of  that.
Holiness isn't a man who sits on a mountain and
dispenses  wisdom  and  philosophy  (usually
answering your question with a question). Rather,
holiness is about God’s work in you which causes
you to get involved and get dirty in his mission of
love to the nations of the world - to a world broken
and also full of its own righteousness. 
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Holiness is about being a fruitful servant of God.
Holiness  is  about  God’s  presence  in  society,
transforming and challenging it, making it a society
of joy and peace. As Timothy Tennent says, “God’s
transformative work infuses not only our individual
lives,  but  also  the whole  structure  of  culture  and
society.” Instead of making us moral people God is
making us fruitful workers of his love. There is a big
difference  between  the  two.  This  is  why  holiness
goes beyond the moral life to something far greater.
As John Piper once remarked on Mother Theresa:

“When a young woman living in the security and
comfort of middle class Western society moves
to  Calcutta  in  obedience  to  Jesus,  that  is
sanctification.”

So holiness and mission are tied together.  The
latter  happens  because  God  has  declared  the
former.  We  do  not  become  holy  by  doing  the
mission,  we are  holy  so we do the mission.  Holy
people  are  mission  people.  They  are  apostolic
people.  Holiness  and  mission  are  tied  so  closely
together that when we try to separate them we find
ourselves  in  all  kinds  of  trouble.  This  is  why
holiness is both passive and active – God acts in us
in a way that he acts through us. If we are holy as
God is holy, as Peter affirms in 1 Peter above, then
we  are  people  who  do  things  because  God  does
things. We also do things in a certain way, which is
God’s way, the way of true wisdom and love. After
all, “we are his workmanship, having been created
in Christ Jesus for good works that God prepared
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beforehand so we may do them.” (Ephesians 2:10.)
Holy  love  is  about  action.  God's  mission  is  not
accomplished  by  us  simply  thinking  about  it  or,
even worse, just talking about it! No one loves their
wife  by just  thinking about it  or  talking about it.
Love is far more than that and we all know it. And
the Christian life is one of love. 

Love is never alone
Holiness  is  personal,  corporate,  and apostolic.

It’s  an amazing truth that  your  personal  holiness
actually  has  an  effect  on  society  and  even  the
nations  of  the  world.  Perfect  love,  lived  in  unity
with the Church, has profound repercussions. This
is important: we cannot do the mission alone or by
just  having coffee with friends.  “The Bible  knows
nothing  of  solitary  religion,”  says  John  Wesley.
“There is no such thing as a solitary Christian.” 

One  would  be  hard  pressed  to  find  the  Bible
support  our  current  privatised  views  of
Christianity!  Indeed,  it’s  impossible  to  find  any
support for it.  Christianity is  at its  heart a public
and  involved  faith  where  local  churches  are
working  into  communities  and  Christians  are
actively  integrated  and  functioning  in  this  local
church. Otherwise what is the use of your holiness?
It  is  nothing  more  than  something  for  you.  God
wants  us  to  put  our  holiness  to  good  use.  “So
whoever knows what is good to do and does not do
it is guilty of sin.” (James 4:17.) And he wants us to
love each other. “Above all, love each other deeply,
because  love  covers  over  a  multitude  of  sins.”  (1
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Peter 4:8 NIV.)

Hebrews 10:24,25

“And  let  us  take  thought  of  how  to  spur  one
another  on  to  love  and  good  works,  not
abandoning our own meetings,  as  some are in
the habit of doing, but encouraging each other,
and  even  more  so  because  you  see  the  day
drawing near.”

The  scriptures  never  support  a  lone-ranger,
privatised view of holiness or faith or love. Perfect
love is a re-orientation of the heart by God to love
Jesus ultimately and love our brothers and sisters
in Christ and love our neighbour as he did. Faith is
always lived in the context of being both integrated
and functioning  in  a  local  church  community.  In
our context today it has become popular to think of
Christianity  as  nothing  more  than  just  our
relationship with God and that’s the end of it. Since
we can have a relationship with God anywhere and
at any time (which is true) it’s hard to justify what a
Sunday morning or a prayer meeting and so on is
actually  for.  Most  of  the  time  Sunday  mornings
don’t really benefit us, so what is the point? We can
hang out with friends over lunch and find ourselves
more spiritually nourished. If we want a church we
want something that is going to provide the goods
for our spiritual growth and spiritual  experiences.
But after we’ve heard the same sermon five times
we feel we know it already and either we must find
a new church for “fresh revelation” or we just stop
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being involved. Perhaps we even feel guilty if our
private  religion  ever  really  invades  the  life  of
another.  Don’t  they  have  their  religion?  Doesn’t
mine negate their culture? 

Salvation and holiness certainly is personal, but
that  does  not  make  either  individualistic.  As
Gerhard  Forde  observes,  we’ve  bought  into  the
individualistic nature of our world and allowed the
church  to  become  some  sort  of  private  club,
because  business  and  the  economy  are  the  only
public affairs that truly matter to us.

“In  the  modern  world  [we  are]  puzzled  as  to
what  the  church  is  really  for.  Fostered  by
modern  individualism  and  pietism  the  church
[has  become]  an  instrument  for  individual
conversions,  a  place  to  which  one  repairs  for
‘devotions’ and feeding one’s private ‘soul’. The
church is supposed to busy itself only with one’s
‘inner life’ and ‘moral fibre’ and such things and
leave the world of business and politics— public
life— to  someone  else.  But  since  everything in
private life is optional and unnecessary anyway,
the same becomes true of  the church.  Feeding
one’s private soul is alright for those who want
it,  the  modern  world says,  ‘but  who needs  it?’
The church as a private club becomes less and
less  necessary.  ‘I  can  commune  with  God  in
nature, or on the golf course, or out fishing…’. So
the saying goes, and, of course, as long as it is a
‘private’ matter, that is quite irrefutable.”

This has led to the Church losing a huge part of
its God-given vocation to the world. The Church is
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meant  to  influence  the  world  in  every  sphere.  It
does this  in the workplace and public  space (and
even through these). After all,  we are meant to be
salt and light to the world (Matthew 5) and we all
have our vocations and callings. Not all of us are to
be pastors! But you are not meant to be salt on your
own but in the context of a local church community.
The pull away from this idea is strong, as Wesley
even noted in his generation:

“After all that Scripture and reason have said, so
exceeding plausible are the pretenses for solitary
religion, for a Christian's going out of the world,
or at least hiding himself in it, that we need all
the wisdom of God to see through the snare, and
all the power of God to escape it; so many and
strong  are  the  objections  which  have  been
brought  against  being  social,  open,  active
Christians.”44

In scripture, the church is referred to as a body
(1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12); a nation, or people
group (Ephesians 2:12-19; 1 Peter 2:9-10); a family
(Ephesians 2:19; Romans 8; John 1:12; 1 John 3:2;
Galatians 3:26 – 4:7); a bride (Ephesians 5:22-32;
Revelation 19:  6-9);  a building (Ephesians 2:21;  1
Corinthians 3:16-17); an army (Ephesians 6:10-18;

44 John Wesley, Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the 
Mount: Discourse Four, The Sermons of John 
Wesley - Sermon 24. Available at 
http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/the-sermons-of-
john-wesley-1872-edition/sermon-24-upon-our-
lords-sermon-on-the-mount-discourse-four/
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Matthew 12:29,  16:18;  2 Corinthians 10:3 – 5);  a
priesthood (1 Peter  2:5,  9;  Revelation  1:6);  and a
flock (Acts 20: 28-29; 1 Peter 5: 2-4; Psalm 95:7).
These are a few pictures. As you will note, none of
these pictures allow for us to live our faith out in an
isolated  way.  They  all  involve  a  ‘togetherness’.  A
bride can only be a bride if  she has a groom. An
army  is  made  up  of  soldiers  working  together,
otherwise it isn’t an army. A brick doesn’t make a
building,  many  bricks  do!  A  priesthood  is  not  a
solitary priest, but is a picture of many priests. And
so  it  goes  on.  Our  identity  as  an  individual  is
wrapped up in the identity of the corporate church
and this,  for all  practical  purposes,  means a local
church.  “A  woman  doesn’t  stop  being  a  woman
when she gets married, but she gives up a lot of her
independence to become a bride. A soldier doesn't
give up his identity as a soldier, but he takes on a
bigger  corporate  identity  in  an  army.  A  brick
continues  to  be  a  brick  but  gives  a  part  of  its
identity to being part of a bigger whole.”45 

But  there  is  more  than  just  this.  All  of  these
pictures  represent  something  that  have  purpose.
Buildings  have  purposes.  Armies  have  purposes.
Even families live for more than just themselves. In
all of these pictures we see something that is living
and active and working - the building of the church
is made up of 'living stones', says 1 Peter 2: 4 – 6.
We are to be functioning together, using the many

45 See Devote: Fellowship, by Cornerstone Church, 
available freely at cornerstonechurch.co.za/devote-
fellowship/.
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gifts given to us.   (Romans 12,  1  Corinthians 12.)
That  does  not  mean  those  gifts  are  just  for  the
church,  but  what  I’m  saying  is  we  do  things
together.

This  is  to say nothing of the obvious need for
accountable relationships. We're connected to each
other.  (Ephesians  1:22;  5:23;  Colossians  1:18;  12
Corinthians 12; Romans 12.) We are commanded to
stir each other on to good works (Hebrews 10:24)
and  not  to  neglect  meeting  together  (Hebrews
10:25). If we’re not integrated and functioning in a
local church, how are we going to stir up others on
to good works? Perhaps you can do that over coffee
with  your  friends  every  week,  but  with  the same
friends for the next twenty years? The scriptures list
fellowship as one of the four key things we are to be
‘devoted’ to in Acts 2:42. ‘Devoted’ is a very strong
word to use. 

As  part  of  its  specific  call  the  local  church
proclaims the Word of Christ. The gospel message
in itself carries tremendous power. It is “the power
of  salvation  to  all  who  believe”  (Romans  1:16).
Without  us  hearing  it  and  being  soaked  in  it
constantly we tend to either rely on law or fall into
licentiousness. The joy of our salvation is then lost.
The local church, therefore, blesses us personally in
its ongoing proclamation of the gospel and blesses
the world in the same way. It  certainly is  to your
benefit to be a part of it as that has its own rewards.
Being absorbed in the gospel changes us inside and
out.  Of  course  some  churches  don’t  preach  the
gospel, or don’t preach it regularly enough. As far
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as I’m concerned the gospel should be proclaimed
in some way every single Sunday. But that does not
negate the fact that we ought to be integrated and
functioning in a local church.

Since  we’re  speaking  about  holiness  as  the
mission  of  God  I  want  to  make  it  clear  that  the
gospel call and message is not the same thing as the
apostolic call. Sometimes all we’re preaching is the
mission! Sometimes all we’re preaching is holiness!
These are important parts of the Christian life but
they aren’t really the gospel message. They must be
grounded  in  the  gospel  message,  essentially  the
word  about  Christ  and  faith  in  Christ,  and  that
must be clear. We should preach the mission, but
we should preach the gospel first and every time!
Telling  people  to  tell  other  people  to  tell  people
about telling people isn't exactly good news! In fact,
it's not any news at all. The gospel message is about
Jesus; how salvation is free and by faith;  how we
die to the law and sin;  how we unite into him in
every  sphere  of  his  life,  death,  resurrection  and
ascension;  how  Christ  is  all  and  in  all.  Martin
Luther  was apparently  once asked why he always
preaches  on  justification  by  faith,  to  which  he
responded  that  a  good  song  must  be  sung  more
than  once.  We  should  be  happy  to  be  fools  for
Christ and be stuck records on this in my opinion!
All  of  our ideas and keys and principles don’t set
people  free  as  much  as  the  simple  message  of
Christ,  proclaimed  again  and  again,  through
preaching,  the  breaking  of  bread,  our  worship
songs, and whatever other means we can think of.
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I’m aware that  for many it  may be difficult  to
find a healthy church, for many valid reasons. This
may be time to consider if God doesn’t want you to
start one! My point is  simply that holiness is  not
something we just do on our own. Your holiness is
to your benefit but it is also meant to be used for
the benefit of others, including a local church, and
including the whole of society. And this is the great
promise: holiness will change our world. An active,
public  church  that  understands  its  place  as  a
corporate body in being salt and light influences the
workplace and the culture and society in a positive
way.  Your  personal  holiness  has  an  effect  on
culture.  It  all  overlaps.  Our  call  is  to  love  our
brothers and sisters in Christ and preach the Gospel
to the world.

1 John 4:20, 21

“If  anyone  says  'I  love  God'  and yet  hates  his
fellow  Christian,  he  is  a  liar,  because  the  one
who does not love his fellow Christian whom he
has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen.
21 And the commandment we have from him is
this: that the one who loves God should love his
fellow Christian too.

John 13:34,35

“I  give  you a  new commandment—to love one
another. Just as I have loved you, you also are to
love  one  another.  Everyone  will  know  by  this
that you are my disciples—if  you have love for
one another.”
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It’s  clear  that  Jesus expected that  our love for
one another was to be part of the gospel message -
everyone will know we are his disciples. Love is how
the mission is fulfilled. Love is what our works in
faith look like.  Whether it’s  love to each other or
love to the world, love is the best way to describe
the Christian life. And this love changes the world -
it  ultimately  results  in  not  just  the  discipling  of
individuals  but  the  discipling  of  entire  nations
(Matthew 28:19).  That is  God’s Kingdom purpose
for  your  own  personal  holiness.  And  by  faith  in
Jesus and resting on his work you can enter into
enjoying this purpose. Pray and trust that he would
do it today!
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CHAPTER NINE

Day by day participation

So we’ve discussed how we encourage our faith
through  God's  past  work  of  justification  and  his
future  work  of  a  complete  sanctification  (and  a
future promise of glorification after we die). These
encourage  our  faith  in  the present.  We must  not
lose  God's  work of  sanctification that  he is  doing
today – that he is doing right now, in this moment.
It’s here that we start seeing how our participation
in sanctification works and what that’s all about.

At  the  end of  every  day  we should  know that
we’ve grown more into the grace of God. When you
get into bed tonight know this: Whether you've seen
it or not, or felt it or not; and whether you've sinned
or not; God has done a work in your heart today to
bring you closer into him and him closer into you.
Live each day with this assurance. Without such an
assurance our inheritance of a whole sanctification
may begin to feel like nothing more than a dangling
of  a  carrot  that  we'll  never  be  able  to  obtain.  Or
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we'll be so focussed on the future that we'll forget
the fact that we can live a holy life today. It may not
seem as holy as  we'd like,  perhaps – especially  if
today  you've  struggled  with  some addictive  sin  –
but  the  very  fact  that  this  sin  saddens  you,
frustrates  you,  or  worries  you,  is  proof  of  God's
working in your heart, because he is getting you to
stop relying on yourself but to rely on him and his
grace. You are entering into your rest of faith.

It's  today  that  you  take  your  sins  to  God and
repent.  It's  today that  you trust in Christ and his
work,  again,  knowing  that  you  are  fully  justified
regardless  of  your  sin,  because  that’s  what
repentance essentially  is.  It's  today that  you once
again remember that tomorrow you will not be the
same. It’s today that you once again die to the law
and sin by entering through the cross with Jesus.
For “the Lord is near to all who call upon Him, To
all who call upon Him in truth.” (Psalm 145:18.) He
has changed you today, little by little, step by step.
He will change you tomorrow, step by step, little by
little.

Exodus 23:30

“Little by  little  I  will  drive  [your enemies  out]
before you, until you become fruitful and inherit
the land.”

As you live by faith in Jesus, resting in his work,
the assurance of his working in you today is sweet
and joyful. When you come into your inheritance of
a  whole  sanctification  you  will  live  on  the  same
assurances in faith, for you will be relying solely on
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his  grace,  having  moved  away  from  your  self-
righteousness and living in the Spirit.

All commandments are also promises
1 Corinthians 9:

24 Do you not  know that  all  the  runners  in  a
stadium  compete,  but  only  one  receives  the
prize? So run to win. 25 Each competitor must
exercise self-control in everything. They do it to
receive  a  perishable  crown,  but  we  an
imperishable one.

26 So I do not run uncertainly or box like one
who hits only air. 27 Instead I subdue my body
and make it my slave, so that after preaching to
others I myself will not be disqualified.

It’s now time for us to attend to some scriptures
(but  there  will  not  be  space for  all)  that  seem to
imply  some  kind  of  work  in  our  part  in
sanctification.  Scriptures  like  this  one  above  can
now  be  placed  within  the  context  of  our
inheritance, our faith, our mission, and dying to our
self-righteousness. What is the prize we are running
to win? An imperishable crown. Our inheritance, in
this life and the next life – which is far more than
we can even imagine. How do you run to win? By
living in faith, by the Spirit, and not by law. How do
we exercise self-control? By dying with Christ and
being  resurrected  with  him.  Being  united  into
Christ means we live in his victories. After all, when
he died we died, to sin and law, and so we live in
that.  At  every  point  we  are  deflected  back  from

215



RYAN PETER

thinking too hard on “what must I do?” but rather
on, “Who is Christ and what has Christ done?” and
we live in him and what he has done. “Therefore,
just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue
to live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him
and  firm  in  your  faith  just  as  you  were  taught.”
(Colossians 2:6,7.)

We don't 'train' to be holy, we are holy and we
do  the  mission  of  God.  Even  in  the  context  of  1
Corinthians 9 above, Paul places great emphasis on
preaching.  He  has  the  mission  in  mind.  But  the
point is this: every commandment from God comes
with  a  promise  that  we  can  live  in  the
commandment by living in him because he already
lives in us. When Jesus says, “If you love me, you
will keep my commandments,” (John 14:15) I noted
in a previous chapter that he is saying that by loving
him  we  keep  his  commandments,  not  that  by
keeping his commandments we prove our  love to
him.  He  is  not  asking  us  to  be  endlessly
introspective.  And by entering into his death and
his  resurrection  we  have  also  entered  into  his
ascension. What does this mean? It means that we
are united to his authority. We are “seated with him
in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 2:6).

2 Corinthians 7:1

“Therefore, since we have these promises, dear
friends, let us cleanse ourselves from everything
that  could  defile  the  body  and  the  spirit,  and
thus  accomplish  holiness  out  of  reverence  for
God.”
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As  you  can  see,  this  exhortation  is  rooted  in
God’s promises. We are therefore living these out in
faith  in  Christ,  not  in  willpower  or  some  inner
ability. We must never read such scriptures out of
the context of the whole gospel, that word of faith
in Christ. We must understand that it is first God’s
work in us, it is first his promises, that allow us to
do anything at all in the first place. This is why it’s
about  dying  to  law  and  living  in  the  Spirit,  not
dying  to  law  and  taking  up  some  new
commandments that must be done in the very flesh
that must die!

1 Timothy 6:11 – 12

“But  you,  as  a  person  dedicated  to  God,  keep
away  from  all  that.  Instead  pursue
righteousness,  godliness,  faithfulness,  love,
endurance, and gentleness. 12 Compete well for
the  faith  and  lay  hold  of  that  eternal  life  you
were called for and made your good confession
for in the presence of many witnesses.”

To  “pursue”  such  things  does  not  necessarily
mean that  we must “do”  such things.  We will  do
such  things,  and  we  must  of  course,  but  the
exhortation  is  first  one  about  vision  before  it’s
about doing. 

Some might say I’m splitting hairs, but I think
this is important. The word ‘pursue’ means to ‘run
after’.  Paul  is  telling  Timothy to set  his  sights  on
these things — to have a vision, a hope, a promise in
front of him that includes these things. We are to
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imagine  these  –  make  our  fantasies  and  our
daydreaming  about  these  things.  Such  a  pursuit
includes faith and trust that God will bring you into
these things, that his work in you will bring them
about, and thus we ask and pray every day for him
to do just  this.  This  is  about  our desires  and the
things we are oriented towards, not how well we do
these things or how much we do them. Through his
work in us God creates in us a new desire, which we
then pray and trust that he will fulfill, and then he
does  and  we  live  these  things  out  because  these
things have to do with God’s mission purposes of
love in this world.

2 Peter 1: 4-9

4 Through these things he has bestowed on us
his precious and most magnificent promises, so
that by means of what was promised you may
become  partakers  of  the  divine  nature,  after
escaping the worldly corruption that is produced
by evil desire. 5 For this very reason, make every
effort  to  add  to  your  faith  excellence,  to
excellence,  knowledge;  6  to  knowledge,  self-
control;  to  self-control,  perseverance;  to
perseverance,  godliness;  7  to  godliness,
brotherly  affection;  to  brotherly  affection,
unselfish  love.  8  For  if  these  things  are  really
yours  and are  continually  increasing,  they  will
keep  you  from  becoming  ineffective  and
unproductive  in  your  pursuit  of  knowing  our
Lord  Jesus  Christ  more  intimately.  9  But
concerning the one who lacks such things – he is
blind. That is to say, he is nearsighted, since he

218



JESUS CRUSHES SIN

has  forgotten  about  the  cleansing  of  his  past
sins.

Note  that  it’s  God’s  promises  that  makes  us
partakers  of  the  divine  nature  (verse  4)  not  our
good works, which are for others. And this is always
in the context of (1) already having escaped worldly
corruption (it’s not that you’re trying to escape it,
you  already  have);  and  (2)  remembering  the
cleansing of our past sins (verse 9). In light of these
points  we  ‘make  every  effort’  to  ‘add  to’  (which
means to ‘supply’) our faith (not our willpower or
our  works)  with  virtue  (what  is  meant  is
‘excellence’) and knowledge and so on. 

The  list  is  interesting  as  some  of  these  are
activities we do (self-control) and some of them are
more abstract (knowledge). But note that there is a
goal here,  something to pursue (vs 8) — knowing
Jesus more intimately. The point is simply this: you
cannot  supply  your  faith  with  anything  without
understanding the promise of knowing Jesus more
intimately,  which is your inheritance.  You are not
supplying your faith with these things to guarantee
salvation or make yourself virtuous before God or
man. By ‘supplying’ your faith you are not ‘working’
but  you  are  actually  resting  in  the  source  of  the
supply, the Spirit of God. Ultimately all these things
are the fruit of the Spirit not of our willpower, as
Galatians 5:22 shows us.

“But  the  fruit  of  the  Spirit  is  love,  joy,  peace,
patience,  kindness,  goodness,  faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control. Against such things
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there is no law.”

This  fruit  is  a  gift  from God.  And what  is  the
context  of  the  book  of  Galatians?  This  verse
summarises  it  nicely  and  as  such  also  provides
commentary for the others above:

Galatians 2:20

“I have been crucified with Christ, and it is no
longer I who live, but Christ lives in me. So the
life I now live in the body, I live because of the
faithfulness of the Son of God, who loved me and
gave himself for me.”

These  scriptures,  if  you  look  at  them,  are  all
within  the context  of  Christ  himself  and his  past
work in us (we have been crucified with Christ), his
future  work  in  us  (“Since  we  have  these
promises...”, “lay hold of that eternal life you were
called  for...”)  and  his  present  work  in  us  (“I  live
because  of  the  faithfulness  of  the  Son of  God...”,
“Christ lives in me...”, “You, as a person dedicated
to  God.”).  These  scriptures  take  these  and  then
encourage  us  to,  today,  “cleanse  ourselves  from
everything  that  could  defile...”  and  “pursue
righteousness,  godliness,  faithfulness,  love,
endurance,  and  gentleness.”  These  are  the  exact
same  fruits  of  the  Spirit  mentioned  in  Galatians
5:22. We are setting our sights to these things and
trusting God to form them within us, not so we can
climb the ladder of virtue but because all these are
linked into his character and by living in them we
therefore  know him  more  intimately  and joyfully
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and, secondly, because these things have to do with
God’s mission of love in the world. These things are
for others!

Participating in God’s very life
Read this carefully. It’s not a lack of these things

that  separates  us  from  God  (which  is  frequently
how  such  verses  are  explained)  but  the  message
here is more positive: it’s that living in these things
means we experience what God experiences, we are
participating in the things he participates in, we get
to  know his  person  and what  he likes.  By loving
others  you  participate,  or  share  in,  or  become  a
partaker of the very things God does, which means
you now know and experience something of who he
is even better, and ultimately live in him even more.
We participate in his holiness, his mission, his love,
his joy, and so on. As husband and wife participate
in life and love together, you participate in life and
love  with  God  in  this  world.  In  a  manner  of
speaking, this participation takes place in the world
of your heart and then in the outward world. God is
the source and energy of love and all goodness and
we are being tied into him as the source. Of course
all these terms I’m using are limited but ultimately
what  we  are  covering  here  is  the  mystical  union
with  Christ  that  we  have  discussed  in  this  book.
This union is what we are pursuing — not working
towards but pursuing; making our vision; and he is
working in us and through us toward this vision.
We are  trusting  and asking God to  bring us  into
what  we are  trusting for and pursuing,  and he is
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faithful  in  doing  this,  because  ultimately  we  are
pursuing him.

The exhortation to participate in the life of God
has  a  great  deal  to  do  with  our  testimony to  the
world,  with how God uses us to bring others into
his salvation, how we participate with him in joyful
love to the world. See the problem is that we often
view  this  participation  in  a  very  individualistic,
even selfish way - that our participation is all about
us  becoming  more  holy  and  better  people,  and
(maybe)  us  enjoying  that.  This  minimises
sanctification  to  nothing more than the ladder  of
virtue.  To  think  only  in  terms  of  how  pursuing
God’s love is good for us is to actually fall short of
God’s love, where his works are not for himself but
for others. Therefore it is true that we participate
(or  co-operate,  if  you  will)  with  the  work  of
sanctification in our lives in the sense that we work
sanctification out. We do not work for it, however.
This is the same as Philippians 2:12 which says we
must  work  out  our  salvation,  not  for  it.  We  are
ultimately participating with the Spirit of God in his
work and mission of love. 

It seems silly to mention this but I can see some
object  to  this  and say that  since  our  private  sins
don’t  hurt  anyone,  why  are  they  so important  to
God, if God’s mission of love to others is what’s in
view? We can love others while still engaging in a
little bit of a private sin, a little bit of naughtiness
here and there,  surely? But this is  severely short-
sighted  and  just  plain  foolish.  Is  there  anything
such as a private sin? Is not God with you all the
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time?  If  you  are  participating  in  his  life  and  his
love, you love what he loves and let him live his life
through you. It’s in our private participation with
God that the forming of our hearts takes place so
we can love others  properly.  Private sins form us
into people who love less (or don’t love at all). And
sin has nothing to do with joy.

Christ is  the first cause of our participation —
the head of the house. He is always the first cause of
our salvation and the salvation of others from end
to end. Our participation has to do with not going
to law but trusting and resting in Christ fully, which
is something we only can do because of something
God has done in us, because he loved us first. The
imagery of husband and wife is  always so helpful
here. Only once we have died to our work and put
our  work  aside  can  we  do  the  work  of  God.  We
participate in Christ’s  work — his work which we
are united into. We are united into his birth, life,
death, resurrection, ascension and we participate in
this work and live it out into today’s world by faith,
by resting on it. This then delves into the subject of
how  New  Testament  prophecy  works,  which  is
about  living  out  God’s  very  words  and actions  in
this world. But that’s for another book, perhaps.

The glorious truth of Christ’s authority
We are united into his authority as we are united

into his ascension. Unfortunately, the idea of being
united into Christ’s authority has, in recent times,
been tainted by the prosperity Gospel or name-it-
and-claim-it  movements,  which  are  really  law
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movements. What I propose here isn’t that at all. In
a  previous  chapter  I  spoke  as  clearly  as  I  could
about  name-it-and-claim-it  approaches  to  faith,
saying that  we must have a promise from God in
order to have faith. We can’t just believe whatever
we want and claim it as God’s promise - we must
have a promise from him first! I believe that name-
it-and-claim-it  approaches  stunt  our  ability  to
actually  obtain  God’s  promises  because  they  very
often  tell  us  to  believe  promises  God didn’t  even
make - and then we must work for these promises
through a kind of faith that is more akin to wishing
really hard. 

So,  with all  that said,  let  me head into what I
mean when I talk about our authority in Christ.

Matthew 9

After getting into a boat he crossed to the other
side and came to his own town. 2 Just then some
people  brought  to  him  a  paralytic  lying  on  a
stretcher. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to
the paralytic,  “Have courage, son! Your sins are
forgiven.” 3 Then some of the experts in the law
said to themselves, “This man is blaspheming!” 4
When  Jesus  perceived  their  thoughts  he  said,
“Why do you respond with evil in your hearts? 5
Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven’ or
to say, ‘Stand up and walk’? 6 But so that you
may  know  that  the  Son  of  Man  has
authority on earth to forgive sins”—then he
said  to  the  paralytic—“Stand  up,  take  your
stretcher, and go home.” 7 And he stood up and
went  home.  8  When the  crowd saw  this,  they
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were  afraid  and  honored  God  who  had  given
such authority to men.

It’s  interesting  how  Jesus  demonstrates  his
authority  to  forgive  sins  by  performing  a
miraculous,  physical  healing.  Obviously  the
miraculous nature of the forgiveness is,  therefore,
just as miraculous as the physical healing. But the
link  is  closer  than  what  we  might  think.  As  the
man’s sickness was commanded to depart from him
at  a  word,  so  the  man’s  sins  are  commanded  to
depart from him at a word. It’s just as easy for God
to send someone’s sicknesses away as it is for him
to send a person’s sins away. Not one or the other is
more difficult for Jesus.

The word used for ‘forgive’ in Matthew 8 is the
Greek word aphientai - which means, according to
Strongs, “to send away, dismiss, suffer to depart; to
emit, send forth; to forgive; to pardon; to forsake;
to  leave behind;”  and much more.  I’m led to  the
conclusion  that  the  way  we  typically  think  of
forgiveness  is  usually  not  as  strong  as  how  the
scriptures  portray  it.  God’s  ‘forgiveness’  isn’t  just
about  forgetting and moving on,  as  wonderful  as
that  may  be,  but  his  authority  over  sin  includes
separating you completely from your sin - literally.
“As far as the east is from the west, so far has he
removed  our  transgressions  from  us.”  (Psalm
103:12, NIV). He “takes away the sins of the world”
(John  1:29)!  This  means  that  not  only  are  you
forgiven, but you are separated from your sins. You
are divorced  from them completely.  It’s  as  if  you
never even sinned! But this is  also loaded with a
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further  promise  -  you  can  “go  and  sin  no  more”
(John 8:11).  To be divorced from your sin means
that its addictive nature is also removed from you.
You  are  circumcised  from  it,  having  received  a
circumcision of the heart. Thus says Colossians 2:10
– 12:

...you have been filled in him, who is the head of
all  rule  and  authority.  In  him  also  you  were
circumcised  with  a  circumcision  made  without
hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the
circumcision of Christ,  having been buried with
him in baptism, in which you were also raised
with him through faith in the powerful working
of God, who raised him from the dead.

Remember,  your  forgiveness  in  Christ  means
that you are indeed made into a new creation! The
old has gone, the new is here! (2 Corinthians 5:17.)
Sin doesn’t separate you from God, because you are
separated from sin!

It  might  seem  as  if  I’m  being  a  little  naive,
especially when we’re speaking of addictive sin. But
hang in there. Throughout the gospel accounts we
can  see  that  it’s  clear  that  Jesus  has  complete
authority over sickness, death, demons and sin. For
some reason we battle with the last one. In theory
we believe he has authority over sin, but we seem to
limit it, in practice, to only forgetting. Furthermore,
across  Christian  movements  and  traditions  and
denominations  it  seems  that  our  authority  over
demons, because we are in Christ, is a no-brainer,
but our understanding of our authority over sin is
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difficult  to  grasp.  For  some this  authority  means
that only a priest can forgive. I’m not talking about
that. What I’m referring to is the fact that, since we
are under Christ’s lordship, every time we sin his
lordship  has authority  over  our sin — even if  it’s
addictive.  Christ  breaks  the  addiction.  That  sin
cannot attach itself to you, in a manner of speaking.
You  are  separated  from  it.  He  simply  “says  the
word”  and  sickness  is  gone  (Matthew  8:8).
Likewise, trust him to simply “say the word” and sin
will  be gone from you! We think that God cannot
destroy an addictive sin because of some spiritual
law of us needing to suffer the consequences of our
sin. But by one simple word Jesus can break that
addiction,  circumcise  your  heart,  divorce  and
separate you completely from it,  and whatever its
consequences  may  be,  and  therefore  you actually
need not do it again. (This doesn’t mean there may
not be some sort of consequence to any sin, that’s
up to God to decide.  That also doesn’t mean that
there is always a consequence - God is the decider
of these things.) What this means is  we need not
fear  our  sin  or  even  the  consequences  or  an
addiction,  because  God is  working  everything  for
the good. Instead, we must fear God.

Mark 16:17 

"And these signs shall follow them that believe;
In my name shall they cast out devils..."

We  understand  that  devils  are  casted  out  in
Jesus’ name, but we cannot understand that sin is
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cast out in his name? This is faulty thinking. Is he
less  powerful  than  sin?  No!  Jesus  is  looking  to
destroy your sin. He is looking to save you to the
uttermost.  (Hebrews 7:5.) You are united into his
victory over the devil and are united into his victory
over sin - he has authority over sin in you, and you
can  submit  to  this  authority  and,  thus,  resist  the
devil,  who  will  flee.  (James  4:7.)  The  Gospel
accounts show us that Jesus is the one who brings
healing. The Greek word for ‘healing’ and ‘salvation’
and ‘deliverance’ (sozo) are the same. The point is
that  Jesus  delivers.  He  will  deliver  you  from the
power of each and every sin in your life until he has
delivered you from them all! Who can stand against
Christ?  No one and nothing.  We need not live in
fear of our sins but live in the freedom of our faith.

God’s commandments are loaded with
authority

I  always  wondered  what  God  meant  when  he
said  to  Cain  in  Genesis  4:7,  “Sin  is  crouching  at
your door; it desires to have you, but you must rule
over (or subdue) it.” How are we to rule over sin?
To subdue it? 

The  answer  is  in  this:  When  God  gives  a
commandment he gives the authority to carry that
commandment  out.  If  a  king  commands  you  to
banish someone from his kingdom, he gives you the
authority to do so. No king commands something
but gives his subject zero authority to actually carry
it out. Biblical  commandments bring with them a
promise that God gives the authority to carry them
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out because the very one with all authority lives in
you and you participate in his life. It’s actually not
that you’ve been given an authority as much as the
fact  that  the  Word  of  God who  has  all  authority
lives in you, and you in Him. Rather than hearing
the  voice  of  condemnation  in  instructions  and
teaching in the Bible, hear the voice of Jesus’ love
and promises. It’s only in the context of having the
Holy Spirit that God’s commands bring life (Psalm
119).  Not  because  the  written  law  brings  life  but
because the Spirit of the law does, as Jesus says in
John 6:63:  “The Spirit  is  the  one  who gives  life;
human nature is of no help! The words that I have
spoken to you are spirit and are life.” Jesus is the
Word of God (John 1) and the Word is living and
active (Hebrews 4:12) and He abides in you! As we
see in the Gospel accounts, Jesus’s very words bring
healing! 

If today you fail, ask for forgiveness and you are
divorced again from your sin,  and the promise is
that you will be able to live free from it in due time.
You will be set free from the power of that sin! And
you will be completely sanctified! But in the day by
day living we must remember: if Christ lives in me
by  the  Holy  Spirit  -  and  Christ  himself  never
sinned, and took authority over temptation when it
came - then he has authority over the sin in me. He
has authority  over every temptation to ever come
my  way!  By  his  life  in  and  through  me  I  can
participate in his work and let him take authority
over sin in my life and enter fully into his grace. 

As  we  cling  to  God’s  promises  with  faith  we
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“share in all their power” as Luther put it. “Just as
the heated iron glows like fire because of the union
of fire with it, so the Word imparts its qualities to
the soul.”46 Scripture is powerful and we must let it
live in us so we can share in its power.

Participation in wisdom
To live a holy life is to live a wise life. Since we

participate  in  Christ’s  life  we  participate  in  his
wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:30). Proverbs 8 shows us
that wisdom has been around before the law.  We
are  invited  in  the  book  of  Proverbs  to  commit
ourselves to wisdom. 

This  goes  back  to  three  things  I  highlighted
about Jesus’  interpretation of  the law in previous
chapters. Since we are no longer under law, how are
we to  read,  and use,  Jesus’s  words,  the  books  of
wisdom, and the Old Testament Law? How are we
to think of Psalm 119 which is all about meditating
on the law and living it?

It is at this point that the translation of “law” as
“teaching”  (Torah)  makes  it  a  bit  easier.  He  is
teaching us as a father.  When we are fathered by
God we will not sin (1 John 3:9 - discussed in the
previous  chapter).  When  we  are  not  saved  God’s
teaching brings condemnation. When we are saved
we are then in covenant with God, and that means
his teaching works in two ways: firstly, we realise

46 Martin Luther, Treatise on Christian Liberty. 
Available at 
history.hanover.edu/courses/excerpts/165luther.ht
ml
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our continued need of him to live up to his Word;
secondly, we see the promises of God that we will, if
we participate in his Spirit and continue to live in
Jesus by faith alone, live in it and live it out. 

Now there is a difference to living in it and living
under it or up to it. In covenant with God all of his
teaching  is  about  promises  —  in  His  Spirit,  by
relying on Him, by resting in Him, by putting faith
in Him, we will be able to participate in his work in
us and therefore live his teaching out.  We will  be
able to live in wisdom. 

Christ works in us and then works through us.
We  participate  in  this  working  through  us  by
ensuring our work is through Christ. We then enjoy
the beautiful benefits of living out Christ’s wisdom
because God rewards us through Christ. This does
not mean there will  be no suffering! It means we
can see God’s love in suffering, and we have God's
joy even in suffering. Also, our entire sanctification
does  not  make  us  perfectly  wise  —  wisdom  is
something  we  have  to  learn  (it  is  about  skilful
living). But what has changed is our motivation. As
long  as  God’s  teaching  is  never  about  our
righteousness and justification but has to do with
his mission of love and our faith in him for rewards
and our inheritance, we are living in the Spirit. This
is  what  God’s  promise  in  Jeremiah  31:33  means
when he says he will put his laws in our minds and
write them in our hearts. The living Christ, the very
person of wisdom, the very Spirit of the Law, is in
our minds and hearts and he is teaching us and we
are  living  in  Him  and  therefore  living  out  his
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teaching, by participating in the work he has done
and the work he is doing in us. We will want to live
according to his ways and we can now, and we will
in  greater measure -  that  is  his  promise.  We can
finally approach wisdom and law (God’s teaching)
with hearts  full  of  perfect love.  The motivation is
love and only holy love. And the benefit? We reap
God’s rewards! For he is  a God who does reward
righteousness in the end, but it is his righteousness
worked in us that he even rewards us for! Commit
yourself  to his ways (you can, because you are in
Christ) and live his ways out. We do not live wisely
to be righteous, but are righteous and therefore live
wisely.

Putting this into words is difficult but I believe
experientially it is quite easy to understand (as with
other Christian doctrines like the Trinity).

Presenting our bodies to Christ as slaves
Romans 6:19,20 

“For just as you once presented your members as
slaves  to  impurity  and  lawlessness  leading  to
more lawlessness, so now present your members
as  slaves  to  righteousness  leading  to
sanctification.  20 For when you were slaves of
sin, you were free with regard to righteousness.

Now  we can  understand  what’s  going  on  in  a
scripture  like  this.  We  are  already  slaves  to
righteousness,  so  Paul  is  simply  reminding  us  to
live in that truth and participate with Christ in his
work. Day by day we live in the free gifts God has
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given us. God has given you a free gift – eternal life
in  Christ  Jesus.  Therefore  you  can  live  to
righteousness. You are the righteousness of God (2
Corinthians  5:21),  therefore  you  can  live  to
righteousness. You are in the very Spirit of God –
Jesus Himself lives in you – therefore you can live
to righteousness.  You have been washed clean by
the blood of the Lamb – therefore you can live to
righteousness.  You  are  no  longer  a  slave  to  sin,
therefore you can live as a slave to righteousness,
for that is your actual position. Your sins have been
taken away from you; you have been divorced from
your  sin;  your  heart  has  been  circumcised,
therefore  you  can  live  to  righteousness.  For  this
reason you can 'consider yourselves dead to sin and
alive  to  God in  Christ  Jesus'  because  you are,  in
fact, dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.
Christ’s own authority to live to righteousness lives
in  you!  You  are  united  to  the  Righteous  One
himself!

So how?
Love is the crux, the centre, of holiness. Not just

any love. Holy love. Jesus in us, us in Jesus, living
and participating in him in the world. Blessed are
the pure in heart — those God makes pure — for
“they shall see God.” (Matthew 5:7.) You are on a
journey to seeing God fully, as fully as you can in
this  life,  being  filled  to  the  fullness  of  him,  and
living that love out to the world. Then his will “will
be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”

Now  it  would  be  good  for  me  to  provide

233



RYAN PETER

something of a summary that answers the question
of how. How do we get there? How do we actually
receive this blessed promised inheritance of perfect
love? How do we reach Christian perfection, which
is living solely on his grace and finally letting go of
our  self-righteousness?  How  do  we  enjoy  this
amazing  promise  of  our  flesh  no  longer  having
power  over  us,  but  God  having  power  over  it  so
experientially and clearly in our lives? How do we
enter the rest of faith? Our glorious inheritance of
eternal  life  in  this  life?  How  do  we  live  by  the
Spirit? How do we participate in the life of God?

1. Keep seeking Jesus

Jesus promises that those who hunger and thirst
for righteousness will  be satisfied.  (Matthew 5:6.)
It’s time to throw every ambition away and make
knowing Jesus your one ambition. It’s time to echo
the  words  of  Paul  —  to  count  everything  else  as
garbage  in  order  to  gain  Christ,  to  know  Christ.
(Philippians  3:8.)  God  is  holy.  To  know  God,  to
have  Him,  is  to  have  holiness.  Forget  everything
else and seek only for him. Make this your solid and
only  pursuit  in life.  Don’t  get  sidetracked.  This is
true consecration. None of this means we deprive
ourselves of good things in life, but rather it means
the very opposite – we actually enjoy what God has
provided;  we  enjoy  the  life  we  have  and  God's
creation.  We don't  restlessly  seek  to  have  all  the
good things in life,  but we don't live like  ascetics
either  –  because  to  be  content  in  Christ  is  to  be
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content with who he has made us, the call he has
given us, and what he has provided. Seek and thirst
for his perfecting love. And since holiness and the
mission come together, when you seek holiness you
will also do the mission. So keep asking and praying
for this holy,  joyful love — God is faithful and he
will bring you into it. 

2. Keep trusting Jesus

We  inherit  the  promises  through  faith  and
patience. (Hebrews 6:12). Know that God has this
for you. Sanctification is by faith in Jesus. Count on
the fact that you are, indeed, dead to sin and alive
in Christ. Even in the midst of your wilderness — in
the midst of your worst sins — you have expectant
hope.  Your  hope  is  in  Christ,  not  yourself.  Your
hope is in his work, not your own. God will save to
the  uttermost.  (Hebrews  7:25.)  Believe  it.  And
believe and trust that today is the day, right now, in
this moment, that God will do it.

3.  Never  go  back  to  law  for
righteousness

This  is  a  journey  into  full  grace,  not  endless
introspection  and  self-examination.  You  look  to
Christ. You are not on a journey of virtue but on a
journey of full rest in him. You are not on a journey
to be a god but to be a human being. Rest in his
work and let  him do his  work.  Use his  teachings
and his wisdom to go back to him and trust him to
complete his work in you, so that you can live in his
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wisdom and teaching and live it out. Listen to the
word  of  Christ,  again  and  again  and  again.  We
never  graduate  from  the  Gospel.  Let  the  Gospel
“always [be] on your lips; meditate on it  day and
night.”  (Joshua  1:8.)  It  is  the  power  of  salvation
(Romans 1:16). 

1 Thessalonians 5:23

Now may the  God of  peace  himself  make  you
completely  holy  and  may  your  spirit  and  soul
and  body  be  kept  entirely  blameless  until  the
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  He who calls
you is faithful, and he will in fact do this.

Ultimately, live in Christ. “Therefore, just as you
received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your
lives in him, rooted and built up in him and firm in
your  faith  just  as  you  were  taught.”  (Colossians
2:6,7.)

And that is it. In the end this isn’t complicated.
Jesus broke his body and shed his blood for us, for
you,  for  the  forgiveness  of  our  sins,  for  the
forgiveness of yours, so that we — you — can enter
into his  death and die  to law and sin and finally
inherit his amazing promise of living in his Spirit
alone and participating in his very life. He did it all
and we did nothing at all. He does it all! Today and
tomorrow and the next day, and the next, we must
rely solely on the person of Jesus and on his work.
From beginning to end Jesus is the author and the
perfecter of your faith. Become obsessed with Jesus
- let him be your life!
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CHAPTER TEN

Questions

No  doubt  many  people  reading  this  will  have
many questions that  this  book has not answered.
There is only so much time and space! But I believe
this  is  an  important  topic  and  would  love  to
continue talking about it.

For  this  reason  I’ve  set  up a  frequently  asked
questions (FAQ) section at my website. If you’ve got
a relevant question I’ll research it and give you my
thoughts. Perhaps together we can find what God is
saying  through  the  scriptures.  Visit:
ryanpeterwrites.com/questions/.
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