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Westminster Confession of Faith – Chapter 13: Sanctification

Introduction

This is the statement in the WCF: 
 
1. They who are effectually called and regenerated, having a new heart and a new spirit created in them, 
are further sanctified, really and personally, through the virtue of Christ's death and resurrection,a by his 
Word and Spirit dwelling in them;b the dominion of the whole body of sin is destroyed,c and the several 
lusts thereof are more and more weakened and mortified,d and they more and more quickened and 
strengthened, in all saving graces,e to the practice of true holiness, without which no man shall see the 
Lord.f

2. This sanctification is throughout in the whole man,a yet imperfect in this life; there abideth still some 
remnants of corruption in every part,b whence ariseth a continual and irreconcilable war, the flesh lusting 
against the spirit, and the spirit against the flesh.c

3. In which war, although the remaining corruption for a time may much prevail,a yet, through the 
continual supply of strength from the sanctifying Spirit of Christ, the regenerate part doth overcome;b and 
so the saints grow in grace,c perfecting holiness in the fear of God.d

i. Sanctification – a word study

In recent weeks we have been covering the order of salvation, and have been looking at the WCF 
definitions of these things: 
 
The ordo salutis is the order in which redemption is applied: 
 
a. From the very beginning, the ordo includes: election and predestination. 
 
b. If we begin with its application, it includes calling, regeneration, faith and repentance (conversion), 
justification, adoption, sanctification, perseverance and final glorification. 
 
The order of salvation is a way of describing the Biblical order of events that take place when a lost 
sinner, dead in trespasses and sins, comes to Christ, and is saved.   Some of these will take place 
simultaneously – notably:  repentance and faith, immediately following the new birth.  Justification also 
immediately follows after repentance.  The effectual call is also immediate, but there is often a period of 
conviction of sin and of seeking before someone is truly converted.  John Bunyan’s conversion is a case 
in point.  Justification is something that is said about you – sanctification (in the widest use of the word) 
is something that is done in you. 
 
Sanctification, as defined here, is different from all the earlier elements in the ordo in that, although it 
begins immediately following regeneration, it is never complete in this life. It is capable of growth and, 
sadly, of decline.  We can never be more born-again, or justified than we are at the beginning, for they 
are once-for-all acts. 
 
However, we need to be careful, for the word ‘sanctify’ and its derivatives are used in the Scriptures in 
other (related) ways, and misunderstanding these different uses is the main reason for erroneous 
teaching on this subject. 
 
OT usage: 
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The basic meaning of the word in the OT is ‘set apart’, and applies supremely to God Himself: 
 
Leviticus 11:44 ‘For I am the Lord your God. Consecrate yourselves therefore, and be holy; for I 
am holy.’ 
 
God is the great creator, righteous, good, just, almighty – all his attributes set Him apart.  The attribute of 
holiness refers to His being totally separate from sin in any shape or form whatsoever, and unique in his 
moral purity.  In God, holiness is a supremely moral quality. 
 
This moral quality is the basis of all his dealings with men: 
 
Isaiah 57:15 For thus says the high and exalted One Who lives forever, whose name is Holy, “I 
dwell on a high and holy place, And also with the contrite and lowly of spirit In order to revive the 
spirit of the lowly And to revive the heart of the contrite.” 

The idea of separation is extended to things dedicated to the worship of God: 
 
Exodus 29:37 “For seven days you shall make atonement for the altar and consecrate it; then the 
altar shall be most holy, and whatever touches the altar shall be holy.” 

Exodus 20:8 “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.” 
 
And of course, his people: 
 
Deuteronomy 7:6 “For you are a holy people to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has 
chosen you to be a people for His own possession out of all the peoples who are on the face of 
the earth.” 

The things that are holy are only holy because of their dedication to the service of the Lord – they cannot 
be holy in a moral sense.  His setting apart of them as a nation did not effect any change in their moral 
character of any individual within the nation. 
 
However, the nation of Israel was ‘holy’ to the Lord regardless of their actual moral condition, for they 
were a chosen nation.  They were expected to be holy, and they suffered much judgment when they 
sinned against their holy God.  Individuals who were godly were concerned about their own moral purity: 
 
Psalm 51:10-13 Create in me a clean heart, O God, And renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not 
cast me away from Thy presence, And do not take Thy Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy 
of Thy salvation, And sustain me with a willing spirit. Then I will teach transgressors Thy ways, 
And sinners will be converted to Thee. 
 
And the prophet Ezekiel urged something similar on the people:  
 
Ezekiel 18:31 “Cast away from you all your transgressions which you have committed, and make 
yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! For why will you die, O house of Israel?” 
 
Ezekiel 36:26 “Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will 
remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.” 
 
NT usage 
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The NT usage of the word is is similar, but, with the ending of the Old Covenant and its forms of worship, 
the emphasis is very much more upon people and on personal moral holiness.  Indeed, the idea of an 
inanimate object being holy is not seen at all in the NT.  This is due to the change between the Old and 
New Covenants, where no longer were the people of God a nation whose members may or may not 
have been personally holy, but rather all those who have been born again, justified etc.  When God 
‘sanctifies’ someone in this positional sense, moral change has taken place as a result of his choice and 
will result in moral change in the life.  Hence the position of sanctification in the ordo salutis.  It can only 
happen to those who are truly Christ’s. 
 
It still stems from the nature of God, and Peter quotes Leviticus 11:44 in 1 Peter 1:16: 
 
1 Peter 1:14-16 As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours 
in your ignorance, but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your 
behavior; because it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” 
 
The concept of separation to God is very strong: 
 
1 Peter 2:9-10 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s 
own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of 
darkness into His marvelous light; for you once were not a people, but now you are the people of 
God; you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 
 
And sometimes Paul refers to this separation when addressing Christians: 
 
1 Corinthians 6:9-11 Or do you not know that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of 
God? Do not be deceived; neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor 
homosexuals, nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, shall 
inherit the kingdom of God. And such were some of you; but you were washed, but you were 
sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Spirit of our 
God. 
 
Hence the word ‘saint’ is not to be misused, as the church of Rome does, in applying it to some set of 
spiritual super-heroes who have achieved such a level of holiness as to have some spare for others.  
The Bible uses the word of every real Christian: 
 
Ephesians 1:1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, to the saints who are at 
Ephesus, and who are faithful in Christ Jesus: 
 
i. Sanctification and us

With this understanding, it is easy to see what sanctification means for the Christian.  Already we belong 
to God, and are ‘set apart’ or sanctified to him and for his service.  That happened when we were 
justified and redeemed: 
 
Colossians 1:13-14 For He delivered us from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the 
kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

Hence Paul could write: 
 
Romans 6:11-14 Even so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus. 
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Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body that you should obey its lusts, and do not go 
on presenting the members of your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; but present 
yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of 
righteousness to God. For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under law, but under 
grace. 
 
The grand aim of sanctification is to make our personal life and conduct to match our position as 
redeemed sinners. 
 
This always was the aim of God in saving us in the first place: 
 
Ephesians 1:3-6 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us 
with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, just as He chose us in Him before 
the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before Him. In love He 
predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind 
intention of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace, which He freely bestowed on us in the 
Beloved.

Romans 8:29-30 For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the image 
of His Son, that He might be the first-born among many brethren; and whom He predestined, 
these He also called; and whom He called, these He also justified; and whom He justified, these 
He also glorified. 
 
We need to be very careful here in our understanding of sanctification, for there is an important 
difference between sanctification and everything else in the ordo salutis – everything else is entirely 
God’s work – even the faith we have is the gift of God.  We do the believing but we can only believe 
because the Holy Spirit has given us the new birth: 
 
Ephesians 2:8-9 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is 
the gift of God; not as a result of works, that no one should boast. 
 
But when it comes to sanctification – although God predestines us to it, it is our work as well as his: 
 
Ephesians 2:10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. 
 
Whereas we are justified by faith as an instantaneous act of God in receiving us for Christ’s sake, 
sanctification, although by faith in the sense that all we do stems from faith in Christ, is not the same as 
justification – we are not suddenly made completely sanctified by an act of faith.  It is a lifelong effort, to 
be perfected when we reach glory. 
 
Conclusion

This first session has been by way of introduction.  Over the next sessions we shall look in more detail at 
what the WCF teaches about how we achieve sanctifcation, and the challenges that there are.  We shall 
also look at the part sanctification plays in our assurance, and we shall deal with various false and 
damaging views on sanctification that are around today.  So come with your questiona! 


