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Westminster Confession of Faith – Chapter 13 – Sanctification – part 3

Intro:

2. This sanctification is throughout, in the whole man; yet imperfect in this life, there abiding 
still some remnants of corruption in every part; whence ariseth a continual and 
irreconcilable war, the flesh lusting against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh. 
 
3.  In which war, although the remaining corruption, for a time, may much prevail; yet, 
through the continual supply of strength from the sanctifying Spirit of Christ, the regenerate 
part doth overcome; and so, the saints grow in grace, perfecting holiness in the fear of God. 

So far we have seen that sanctification is an essential part of salvation, being the outcome of the 
new birth, and the prime evidence of conversion.  It is the first thing in the ordo salutis that is not 
entirely the work of God. Although we are totally dependent upon the Holy Spirit in our 
sanctification, he does not work independently of us.   Sanctification is our responsibility as we 
make use of the means that the Lord has provided for us.  These means are:  The Word, the Spirit 
and Faith.  The Word teaches us how we are to be sanctified, and by Faith we believe what it says, 
and, with the power of the Holy Spirit to help us, we are able really and truly to change:  to put off 
the old man, and put on the new. 
 
The remaining sections of this chapter deal with what we might term our experience of 
sanctification.  If we are wrong on this we can end up in all kinds of trouble, perhaps worrying that 
we are not Christians on the one hand, or becoming careless and complacent on the other. 
 
Main bit

i.  The extent of sanctification 

In sanctification the Lord is working to reverse the effects of sin.  Total depravity is the doctrine that 
tells us that sin has infected every part of our being.  There is nothing in our character that has not 
been tainted by sin.  It is not that we are utterly evil in every part, but that every part in tainted by 
sin. 
 
Consequently sanctification has to work in every part of our being if it is to do its job properly.  And 
this is not just a matter of using logic – it is what the Scripture teaches: 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:23 Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely; and may 
your spirit and soul and body be preserved complete, without blame at the coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Now we need to be careful here, for some have taken the word ‘entire’ (and similar words in other 
parts of the Scripture) to mean that sin can be completely eradicated in this life, which contradicts 
so many scriptures that it cannot possibly mean this.  There is an important issue of Biblical 
interpretation here, and it is this:  we always interpret the difficult by the clear, not the other way 
round.   
 



Page 2 of 4 

What Paul is saying is that there are no ‘no-go areas’ in our lives as far as sanctification goes.  
Every part of our character must experience renewal and cleansing and change.  We cannot 
excuse any sin as being ‘just the way that I am’ – because that is the problem, not the excuse! 
 

3 No more let sins and sorrows grow, 
nor thorns infest the ground; 

He comes to make His blessings flow 
far as the curse is found. 

As Paul puts it in the well-known passage: 
 
Romans 12:1-2 I urge you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies 
a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. 
And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect. 
 
And it is not simply a matter of not doing some things, but also a matter of positive replacement of 
the wrong with the right.  We make a mistake if we think that holiness is a negative concept, when 
it is all about being like Christ, and living holy lives of good deeds, thoughts, words and attitudes.  It 
is also a matter of not allowing things not wrong in themselves getting the wrong place in our lives.  
We could say that sanctification is the dedication of our time, energy and our lives to the pursuit of 
godliness. 
 
ii. Incomplete in this life 

The WCF says this: 
 
whence ariseth a continual and irreconcilable war, the flesh lusting against the Spirit, and 
the Spirit against the flesh. 

The idea that we can be free from sin in this life is quite contrary to Scripture: 
 
1 John 1:8-2:2 If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not 
in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar, 
and His word is not in us. My little children, I am writing these things to you that you may 
not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the 
righteous; and He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, but also for 
those of the whole world. 
 
Notice how John leaves us with no excuse for our sin: I am writing these things to you that you 
may not sin. 

The fact that we know that we will never achieve perfection in this life can, if we take it wrongly, 
lead us to tolerate a level of sin in our live.  But this doctrine was never designed to lead us to 
complacency, but rather to stop us being discouraged in the lifelong battle against sin. 

Paul knew all about this battle: 
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Romans 7:14-25 For we know that the Law is spiritual; but I am of flesh, sold into bondage 
to sin. For that which I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I would 
like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate. But if I do the very thing I do not wish to do, I 
agree with the Law, confessing that it is good. So now, no longer am I the one doing it, but 
sin which indwells me. For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for 
the wishing is present in me, but the doing of the good is not. For the good that I wish, I do 
not do; but I practice the very evil that I do not wish. But if I am doing the very thing I do not 
wish, I am no longer the one doing it, but sin which dwells in me. I find then the principle 
that evil is present in me, the one who wishes to do good. For I joyfully concur with the law 
of God in the inner man, but I see a different law in the members of my body, waging war 
against the law of my mind, and making me a prisoner of the law of sin which is in my 
members. Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the body of this death? 
Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, on the one hand I myself with my 
mind am serving the law of God, but on the other, with my flesh the law of sin. 
 
Here is the godly man battling against sin.  Here is a man whose heart’s desire is to please the 
Lord, but who finds a constant war going on within himself, and who knows that only Christ can free 
him – and so he continually looks to the Lord for the strength that he needs to overcome. 
 
He describes this battle in Galatians: 
 
Galatians 5:17 For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; 
for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you 
please. 
 
Note here that the mark of godliness is in desiring to do good and battling against the old man 
within who would prevent him from doing that good. 
 
Philippians 3:12-14 Not that I have already obtained it, or have already become perfect, but I 
press on in order that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. 
Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting 
what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. 
 
One of the things that can hold us back in our Christian lives is what has already happened: 
 
i.  We can rest in past attainments, and become careless.  We can think that, because the Lord has 
used us and blessed us in the past that therefore we somehow don’t have to try so hard now. 
 
ii.  Or, we can have such memory of failure and sin that we don’t think it worth trying. 
 
Paul tells us that we must forget all these things, as they will only keep us from progress. 
 
iii.  There are victories 

We can so easily be defeatist in this battle.  After all, however long we have been Christians we 
feel that we have made so little progress that we can sometimes think that we have made no 
progress at all.  The WCF puts it this way, in paragraph 3: 
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3.  In which war, although the remaining corruption, for a time, may much prevail; yet, 
through the continual supply of strength from the sanctifying Spirit of Christ, the regenerate 
part doth overcome; and so, the saints grow in grace, perfecting holiness in the fear of God. 

In wars between nations there always comes a time when a cease-fire will be announced and 
peace terms given and accepted.  This is not the case in the war against sin.  The last thing we 
should do is enter into negotiations with sin in order to work out a deal.  Our attitude should be like 
the Allies at the end of WWII – they demanded total, unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany.  
And we must be the same in our war against sin:  no compromise. 
 
When hill-walking it can seem that we are getting no nearer the top of the hill even though we have 
been walking for hours.  It is only when we look down that we can actually see how far we have 
come.  It is a bit like this in the Christian walk – we will have a constant battle with sin, but are they 
the same sins?  Can we not look back on our lives and see some of the victories that the Lord has 
given us? 
 
When we grow physically the changes are gradual and imperceptible from day-to-day.  It is only 
when a period of time has passed that we are able to see that growth has taken place.  For 
example – it is over four years since I have seen Greg and Pam’s children, and I can see a huge 
change in them.  
 
There are encouragements in the Scripture for us in this: 
 
1 John 5:4 For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that has 
overcome the world—our faith. 
 
Do you see how our victories are based upon the new life given to us when we were born again, 
and that the way of victory is by faith in Christ.  We will not overcome without faith in Him.  But look 
at the certainty – we will overcome! 
 
Paul puts it this way: 
 
2 Corinthians 3:18 But we all, with unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the 
Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, 
the Spirit. 
 
Notice again how this transformation is linked with our looking by faith to our Saviour. 
 
iv.  When is the final victory? 

When we go to be with the Lord, or when Christ returns, whichever comes first: 
 
Philippians 1:6 For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you 
will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus. 
 
Conclusion

What a glorious prospect this is, and what a glorious reality await us.  Surely it is worth the battle 
when we know that the outcome is certain, and glory and peace will be ours for all eternity? 


