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Westminster Confession of Faith – Chapter 13 – Sanctification: Part 4

Wrong ideas on Sanctification

Introduction

There are a number of misunderstandings of sanctification and we need to be careful that we do 
not fall into any of the traps. 
 
No-one suddenly goes wrong.  But we can gradually slip if we are not alert to the problems that 
we can have.  Remember that the whole of the Christian life is a battle against sin, and sin does 
not always present itself in its true colours: 
 
There is a very serious warning in the letter to the Hebrews: 
 
Hebrews 3:12-14 Take care, brethren, lest there should be in any one of you an evil, 
unbelieving heart, in falling away from the living God. But encourage one another day 
after day, as long as it is still called “Today,” lest any one of you be hardened by the 
deceitfulness of sin. For we have become partakers of Christ, if we hold fast the 
beginning of our assurance firm until the end; 
 
1. Legalism – lists of dos and don’ts

Full-blown legalism is a sign of an unrenewed heart, for it is a belief in justification by works, and 
a denial of our sinful hearts: 
 
Speaking of the Pharisees, the Lord Jesus said: 
 
Matthew 15:8-9 ‘This people honors Me with their lips, But their heart is far away from 
Me. ‘But in vain do they worship Me, Teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.’” 
 
The danger is that, even as Christians we can adopt a legalistic approach to sanctification, by 
thinking of it as only to do with outward activities. 
 
Our list might include:  church attendance;  Bible reading;  obeying the 10 commandments; not 
smoking;  never getting drunk; not gambling.  We could extend this list with any number of good 
and right things.  That is the problem with legalism – the things that it recommends are good, 
and the behaviour encouraged is what a Christian should do. 
 
The problem arises because these things become an end in themselves.  In the extreme case, 
as with the Galatians, legalism substitutes works for grace: ‘I must be a Christian because……..’ 
 
But even if we don’t go that far, we can end up becoming self-satisfied as Christians, simply 
because our conduct fits the rules that we have set, rather than because our hearts are being 
renewed day-by-day and we delight in obedience because our love for Christ is growing. 
 
Real sanctification is an inward to outward activity.  Our life changes because the Holy Spirit is 
changing us from within: 
 
Ephesians 4:17-24 This I say therefore, and affirm together with the Lord, that you walk 
no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their mind, being darkened in 
their understanding, excluded from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in 
them, because of the hardness of their heart; and they, having become callous, have 
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given themselves over to sensuality, for the practice of every kind of impurity with 
greediness. But you did not learn Christ in this way, if indeed you have heard Him and 
have been taught in Him, just as truth is in Jesus, that, in reference to your former 
manner of life, you lay aside the old self, which is being corrupted in accordance with the 
lusts of deceit, and that you be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and put on the new 
self, which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the 
truth. 
 
Legalism looks simply at the outward actions, without regard for the motivation.  It can co-exist 
with a very low-level of inner spirituality. 
 
So legalism leads to: 
 
i. Pride. We are good Christians because we conform to a set of rules.  We feel that we 

have ‘arrived’ and are really in the Lord’s ‘good books’.  We become very complacent. 
 
ii. Minimising of sin. Sin, instead of being a heart-problem, becomes simply ‘breaking the 

rules’.  So we do not mourn over our lack of love for the Lord, our prayerlessness, our 
lack of praise and worship from the heart, and our lack of zeal for him. Neither are we 
filled with gratitude to him for his patience and love and compassion over our sin and 
shortcomings. 

 
iii. Judgementalism. Because we are so self-satisfied, we set ourselves up for the risk of 

having a judging and critical spirit towards those who do not ‘keep the rules’.  
 
Paul had to deal with this problem among the Christians in Rome.  Here is his advice: 
 
Romans 14:1-4 Now accept the one who is weak in faith, but not for the purpose of 
passing judgment on his opinions. One man has faith that he may eat all things, but he 
who is weak eats vegetables only. Let not him who eats regard with contempt him who 
does not eat, and let not him who does not eat judge him who eats, for God has accepted 
him. Who are you to judge the servant of another? To his own master he stands or falls; 
and stand he will, for the Lord is able to make him stand.   
 
Romans 14:10 But you, why do you judge your brother? Or you again, why do you regard 
your brother with contempt? For we shall all stand before the judgment seat of God. 
 
iv. Complacency. Legalism essentially is self-reliance.  We get so sure of our own ability to 
do what is right that we become over-confident.  Here is Paul’s warning: 
 
Referring to the meaning of OT history for the Christian (and our series in Judges is based upon 
this very principle) he says: 
 
1 Corinthians 10:11-12 Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were 
written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come. Therefore let him 
who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall.

We may feel that we can watch that ‘doubtful’ movie, read that book that has anti-Christian 
ideas woven into it.  We put ourselves in serious danger by not being aware of our frailty, and 
dependence on the Lord. 
 
iv. Self-assessment. By this I mean that we can look at the things that we do, and enjoy 
doing.  We can then go to the Bible and try to find out whether they are OK or not.  If they are, 
we do them, with no conscience at all about them.   
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What is wrong with this?  We are trying not to do things that the Bible says we shouldn’t, aren’t 
we? 
 
Simply this:  sanctification is not trying to find how little we have to change and still be Christian.  
Paul tells us what it is: 
 
Ephesians 5:8-10 for you were formerly darkness, but now you are light in the Lord; walk 
as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness and righteousness 
and truth), trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord. 
 
Colossians 1:9-10 For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we have not ceased 
to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you may walk in a manner worthy of the 
Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the 
knowledge of God; 
 
2 Corinthians 5:9 Therefore also we have as our ambition, whether at home or absent, to 
be pleasing to Him. 
 
Sanctification is not, essentially, a negative thing (although we are obviously to turn away from 
sin and evil), but a positive thing – as we seek to be conformed to Christ. 
 
It is a sacrificial thing – in order to serve Christ there are many non-sinful things that can get in 
the way of our pleasing him.  It is not sacrificial to give up sinful things!  We sacrifice when we 
give up those things that please us in order to be more available to please Him. 
 
The Lord Jesus Christ is the supreme example: 
 
John 8:29 “And He who sent Me is with Me; He has not left Me alone, for I always do the 
things that are pleasing to Him.” 
 
And, in the Garden of Gethsemane: 
 
Luke 22:41-42 And He withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and He knelt down and 
began to pray, saying, “Father, if Thou art willing, remove this cup from Me; yet not My 
will, but Thine be done.” 
 
And this next quote is a neat transition to the next section: 
 
Romans 15:1-3 Now we who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without 
strength and not just please ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, 
to his edification. For even Christ did not please Himself; but as it is written, “The 
reproaches of those who reproached Thee fell upon Me.” 
 

2. All things are lawful – but all things are not helpful

This is a supremely important issue.  Paul tells us that there are two snares if we simply 
concentrate on doing what is allowed: 
 
i. Being in bondage to something: 
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1 Corinthians 6:12 All things are lawful for me, but not all things are profitable. All things 
are lawful for me, but I will not be mastered by anything. 
 
Paul was talking about disputes about diet – were there things that Christians should not eat?  
But the principle is of wider application. 
 
Perhaps the simplest way of illustrating it would be to consider the place of hobbies or other 
activities in which we might legitimately engage.  Golf – nothing wrong with a round of golf.  But 
what if it becomes an obsession?  What if we cannot live without our round of golf?  We are 
then in bondage to it, we have been mastered by it, and we need to get rid of it. 
 
No doubt you can supply your own activity to which you run the risk of being in bondage. 
 
ii.  Causing a brother to stumble. 
 
1 Corinthians 10:23-24 All things are lawful, but not all things are profitable. All things are 
lawful, but not all things edify. Let no one seek his own good, but that of his neighbour. 
 
The issue was of meat that had been dedicated to idols.  Almost all the meat sold in the market 
had been previously dedicated to idols.  The strong Christians knew that this was meaningless, 
and could eat without damaging their conscience.  The weaker Christian had a conscience over 
this, feeling that to eat would be to participate in idolatry.  When they saw a strong Christian 
doing it it was a problem for them.  How could a strong Christian do this? 
 
We can apply this today in different areas: consumption of alcohol being one of them. 
 
Paul’s advice is this: 
 
Romans 14:14-15 I know and am convinced in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in 
itself; but to him who thinks anything to be unclean, to him it is unclean. For if because 
of food your brother is hurt, you are no longer walking according to love. Do not destroy 
with your food him for whom Christ died. 
 
This does not mean that the weak rule over our own consciences, but rather that we consider 
the weak in the way we conduct our lives. 
 
Example:  I am happy to take a glass of wine with a meal.  My wife does not, but only because 
she does not like the taste!  But, as an elder of the church I have to consider others.  For that 
reason whenever we have people round to a meal we would not offer wine, or even have it 
visible. 
 
Tony Seager, the full-time pastor at our church chooses not to consume alcohol because he 
works among Young Offenders, for whom drink is often a problem.  He feels that it is better that 
he can say ‘I do not drink’ rather than get into all the problems of explaining why it is OK for him, 
but not for them. 
 
Conclusion

As we come to the end of our studies in sanctification, let us remind ourselves that the essence 
of sanctification is growth in holiness and Christlikeness.  It is a spiritual activity, and Christ’s 
kingdom is about the heart. 
 
Paul sums this up perfectly: 
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Romans 14:17 for the kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and 
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 


