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“I love this book. One meets real holiness here, and it has real drawing power. C. S. Lewis said it well when he quipped, ‘How little people know who think holiness is dull. When one meets the real thing, it is irresistible.’ The content in these chapters awakened within me a deeper hungering and thirsting for righteousness. I pray it will cause those same hunger pangs to spread so that many more will taste and see that the Holy One himself is an irresistible treasure.”


			Jason C. Meyer, Pastor for Preaching and Vision, Bethlehem Baptist Church, Minneapolis


			“The Reformed view of sanctification has resonated with me for a long time. More importantly, it is biblically rooted, realistic, and hopeful, and it doesn’t fall into the error of perfectionism. Now we have a wonderfully accessible presentation of the Reformed view of sanctification. The scriptural support for a progressive view of sanctification is persuasively made. The realistic struggle that characterizes our lives is set forth, and the hope we have in Christ Jesus is proclaimed. I was encouraged and convicted in reading this work.”


			Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville


			“A great combination of theological insight and practical advice on one of the most important of all Christian doctrines.”


			Douglas J. Moo, Wessner Chair of Biblical Studies, Wheaton College


			“The Reformed and evangelical mind has recently concentrated much attention on the doctrines of justification and adoption, with many salutary effects. In some instances, however, concentration has degenerated into myopia, resulting in the distortion of the doctrine of sanctification. The present collection of essays is a helpful remedy to this situation. With chapters that are richly biblical, Christ-centered, and humane, Acting the Miracle refocuses our attention on the place and purpose of sanctification among the manifold works of the triune God. Readers will find this book both theologically and pastorally satisfying.” 


			Scott R. Swain, Associate Professor of Systematic Theology and Academic Dean, Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando






“This book is theologically informed and pastorally wise. It helpfully distinguishes and defines definitive and progressive sanctification, and it shrewdly shows how to approach Christian living without being reductionistic.”


			Andy Naselli, Assistant Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology, Bethlehem College and Seminary, Minneapolis
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     	    Introduction


The Search for Sanctification’s Holy Grail


        	David Mathis






Sanctification talk is notorious. If you’ve made the rounds in Christian circles for long enough, you know. You know.






Gather a dozen thoughtful, biblically and theologically informed Jesus followers. Steer the conversation in the direction of sanctification—what it is and how you pursue it practically. Then take a step back, watch, listen, and give it some time.


            



If you let the discussion go long enough, and it gets into just about any detail, you’ll soon be able to discern a dozen distinct perspectives on the nitty-gritty of sanctification.






Opinions on sanctification are like elbows, some might say. Everybody’s got ’em.








Sanctification Gets Personal






As much as any Christian doctrine, sanctification gets personal—indirectly when we talk about the what, and then in particular when we address the how. As soon as we’re saying what sanctification is, it’s inevitable that the lines soon must be drawn to how we live. And the more defensive we are about our way of life, the less open we tend to be about having Scripture revise our notions about sanctification.






At the level of definition, as John Piper will explain in more detail in chapter 1, the fancy English word sanctification is simpler than it sounds. It’s built on the Latin word sanctus, meaning “holy.” Sanctification is the modest theological term we Christians typically use to refer to the process of being made holy.1 For the Christian, whose standard of perfect human holiness is Jesus, the God-man, sanctification is essentially becoming more like Jesus—“conformed to the image of his Son,” as Romans 8:29 puts it.






Another way to talk about sanctification is Christian growth or maturation. It’s a big word for the little-by-little progress of the everyday Christian life. It encompasses how every professing Christian should be living, where holiness is heading, how fast the progress should be, and how it happens in real life.






Look up. Can you see the controversies swirling overhead?









It’s Just Complicated






Not only is it personal, but sanctification talk also gets prickly quickly because it immediately involves so many massive realities in the Christian worldview and their coming together in daily life: grace and works; law and gospel; faith and the Holy Spirit; Christian obedience and pleasing God; love and good deeds. The stakes are high. Weak spots in our theology will turn up, before long, in our understanding of sanctification. It doesn’t take long before a wacky doctrine elsewhere begins to mess with our doctrine of holiness. True, Christian theology is a seamless garment, and every doctrine eventually relates to every other, but sanctification calls the question faster than the others and has the tendency to accentuate our problem areas.






But the fact that sanctification gets personal so quickly, and theologically complicated so fast, doesn’t mean sanctification talk is to be avoided. On the contrary, it means that it’s all the more important. We neglect careful, biblically informed reflection on this doctrine to our detriment, to the minimizing of our love toward others, and to the diminishing of the glory of God. Difficult as it can be, we must venture to speak about these things. We must talk sanctification.


			Two Types of Sanctification


			To make things a touch more complicated, the New Testament has two ways of talking about sanctification. For starters, we should clarify that this is a book mainly about the sanctification that theologians call progressive. Even though the biblical texts bear out two types, Christians throughout the centuries have found it most helpful in theological discussion to refer to the progressive type as simply “sanctification.” But the Scriptures also teach us about a kind of sanctification we can call “definitive.”


			

            

Definitive sanctification is the status of holiness we receive simultaneous with conversion and justification.2 It is the setting apart of believers, reliant on the holiness of Jesus, such that even the most unholy of those who truly have faith can be considered “saints” (holy ones, Rom. 1:7 and 1 Cor. 1:2) because they are “in” Jesus, the Holy One. “Sanctify” is used in this definitive sense in Hebrews (9:13–14; 10:10; 13:12), as well as in Paul, who says to the Corinthians, “you were sanctified” (1 Cor. 6:11). It is this definitive sanctification that marks the clean break with sin we hear about in Romans 6:11 (“Consider yourselves dead to sin”), Galatians 2:20 (“I have been crucified with Christ”), and Colossians 3:3 (“you have died”), among other texts.






But sanctification is also progressive. We are increasingly “set apart” as we progress in actual holiness, which flows from the spiritual life we have in Jesus by faith. This is the way the term sanctification is typically used theologically, and this is the focus of this book.






Piper will add more in the first chapter, but for now, suffice it to say that we are aware of, and greatly appreciative of, the often overlooked doctrine of definitive sanctification. We lament with David Peterson that “definitive sanctification is a more important theme in the New Testament than has generally been acknowledged,”3 but for our purposes in this book, take sanctification in the normal theological parlance of progressive sanctification, unless otherwise noted.






Beware of Slogans




Because of the inherent complexity of sanctification, involving not only these two types but also all these moving pieces (Jesus’s person and work, the Spirit’s work, faith, our works, grace, law, gospel, obedience, and more), there is a great temptation to oversimplify things. Because sanctification with all its tentacles feels like an octopus larger than we can comfortably tame, we may prefer our own little theological house pets that we can train and remain captain of. It’s nice to have a slogan that can keep it simple for stupid humans and make us feel like we’re in control.






Enticing as it sounds—and convicting as it may be to hear about if you’ve tried it—the well of sanctification reductionisms soon runs dry. “Let go and let God”—it won’t be long before that creates some problems. “Simply obey”—that won’t do it either. Nor will attaining some “second work of grace.” “Just get used to your justification”—attractive, yes, but there’s another reductionism at work  here.






It’s as if we find the biblical data to be just too numerous and complicated, and what we really need is to search for sanctification’s holy grail. It must be out there somewhere—surely, there’s some quick fix, some theological secret to discover, some doctrinal key that unlocks what holiness really is and how to have  it.






But if there’s any key to sanctification, it’s this: abandon your search for the key. At least abandon the search for a shortcut. Let your quest for the holy grail of sanctification end right here and right now and commit to a sanctification not of only, but of all—all the Scriptures, all of Christian theology, all the Bible’s salvific pictures, and, most ultimately, all of  Jesus.






Simply Getting Used to Justification?






For one, let’s take a reductionism prevalent in the broadly Reformed community with which many readers of this book associate: the holy grail of justification by faith alone. One Lutheran spokesman, whom some Reformed would happily echo, says that sanctification is “simply the art of getting used to justification.”4






Just off several years’ fighting back a fresh assault on justification from various new perspectives on Paul, this precious doctrine, which became the occasion for Martin Luther to pioneer a sorely needed reformation, has become especially dear to many of us. So justification as a silver bullet for sanctification is enticing to those of us who love double imputation, Jesus’s “alien” righteousness, and making much of God’s free grace toward the ungodly.






The best possible meaning of such a slogan would have in view not just justification but the full panoply of initial and ongoing graces applied to the believer at the outset of the Christian life—new birth, faith and repentance, justification, definitive sanctification, adoption, and more. It would be better to say that progressive sanctification is based on definitive sanctification. Christian growth means learning to live like who we already are in Jesus, living out in and through us the holiness that is already ours in  him.






But even on this best possible reading, there is so much more to be said, and this epithet for sanctification ends up betraying a sloppy understanding of justification or sanctification or both. Justification by faith alone is a beautiful, wonderful, essential doctrine, worth defending to the death. If we had the space, I’d love to give some extended effort here to celebrating this vital doctrine. True Christian theology can’t do without it and must not minimize it in any way. It is an essential aspect of our relationship to Jesus. But it’s not the whole. The Scriptures have much more to say to us than simply get to know your justification. That way of saying it is careless at best, if not tragically misguided. What we need for practical sanctification is not one Christian doctrine, but all of them. Not one or a handful of Christian Scriptures, but every one. Not part of Jesus, but the whole Christ.










Union to the Rescue?


			In response to such a reductionistic fixation on the doctrine of justification, a fresh wave of voices claim to have found the grail in another place, perhaps even more pious than justification, believe it or not. They rightly emphasize the reality and importance of our union with Christ. The best of these voices will not play union over and against justification, but note that union with Christ is “the big category” for the Holy Spirit’s application of Jesus’s redemptive work to us and that justification, sanctification, regeneration, adoption, and glorification are “aspects” of our union with Jesus by faith.  Yes.


			Since union with Christ “may be the most important doctrine you’ve never heard of,”5 and since sanctification is one aspect of our union with Christ, it may be helpful here not to assume your familiarity but to provide a brief introduction to this important doctrine.6


			Simply put, union with Christ is the theological term for the believer’s being joined to Jesus by the Holy Spirit through faith. In fulfillment of God’s ancient promise, I will be your God, and you will be my people, it is “the most general way of characterizing Jesus’s work of salvation.”7 The way in which all that Jesus accomplished for us gets applied to us is through our being connected to Jesus, our being “in” him. The occasion of this connection is faith, and the agent of this connection is the Holy Spirit. Our union with Jesus is part and parcel of the covenantal relationship between Jesus and his bride in which the two become one—and what God truly has joined together, no man may separate.


			Again, our faith union with Jesus is how the objective accomplishments of his life, death, and resurrection two millennia ago come to be subjectively applied to other humans, whether Peter, Paul, Mary, Augustine, Luther, Spurgeon, or believers in the twenty-first century. John Murray memorably captures this important distinction of the objective and subjective in the title of his book Redemption: Accomplished and Applied.8 Our redemption was accomplished by Jesus in the past, and it is applied to us by the Spirit in our present.


			Keep these two categories clear: Jesus’s objective achievement and our subjective reception by faith through the Spirit. To put it simply and generally, our union with Jesus by faith is the way in which all that he has purchased for us is given to us. Specific aspects, then, of this general union include regeneration, justification, sanctification, adoption, and glorification. In a book on sanctification, it is important to see that sanctification is one aspect of our union with Jesus, alongside other vitally essential aspects.


            

            

            

            Joined to Jesus


			The apostle Paul alone references our being “in Christ” in some form over 160 times. Draw in the apostle John and his own way of saying it, and you have well over two hundred references, in just these two writers, of believers’ being “united” to  Jesus.


			The two prevailing ways in which the New Testament speaks of our union with Jesus are (1)  our being in him, and (2)  his being in us. Paul says in Ephesians 1:3 that it is “in Christ” that Christians have “every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places”—including sanctification—and that the Father “chose us in him before the foundation of the world” (v.  4). In 2  Corinthians 5:17 Paul says, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.” He says in Philippians 3:8 that he has “suffered the loss of all things and count[s] them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him.” It is “in him” that we “become the righteousness of God” (2  Cor. 5:21), and only “in Christ Jesus” do we have “wisdom from God, righteousness and sanctification and redemption” (1  Cor.  1:30).


			But union with Christ means not only that we are “in him,” but also that he is “in us.” Paul writes in Romans 8:10, “If Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness,” and he declares in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.” When Paul challenges the Corinthians, “Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith,” he tells them, “Test yourselves. Or do you not realize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you?” (2  Cor. 13:5). In Colossians 1:27 he celebrates “the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.”


			Since union with Christ means not only that the believer is “in” Jesus but also that Jesus is “in” him, it should be no surprise to find several passages from John that combine both  ideas.


		

        

        

        By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. (1  John  4:13)


            

            

            

           Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him. (John  6:56)








The classic passage may be from John 15. In the words of  Jesus,


			Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. I  am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.  If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned.  If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. (John 15:4–7)


			The Help and the Hitch of Union with Christ


			So there’s just a taste of the bigness and biblical prevalence of union with Christ. But the specific topic before us is sanctification. So let’s make some connections. Sinclair Ferguson claims, “Of all the doctrines surrounding the Christian life this, one of the profoundest, is also one of the most practical in its effects.”9 How is it that the doctrine of union with Christ is so practically helpful in our progressively becoming like  Jesus?


            

            

            

            Again here’s Ferguson:


			When we are joined to him there is also a sense in which his life and power become available to us to transform our lives. We may even go as far as to say that when we are united to Christ, the whole of his past life is made available to us, not simply to compensate for our past (by way of pardon) but actually to sanctify our present lives, so that our own past may not inescapably dominate our present Christian life. We, who in the past have marred the image of God by sin, may gaze into the face of Christ and discover that the power of our own past sin may not destroy us in the present.10


			There is a fullness in our union with Jesus that provides a richness of resources for our blessing and worship and growth. There is a multidimensionality to this union, as it is fleshed out in its various aspects, that meets us where we are in our process of becoming more like Jesus and helps move us forward.


			And there’s more. This is Anthony Hoekema:


			One of the ways in which the doctrine of union with Christ is helpful is in enabling us to preserve a proper balance between two major aspects of the work of Christ: what we might call the legal and the vital aspects. The Western branch of the Christian church, represented by such theologians as Tertullian and Anselm, tended to emphasize the “legal” side of Christ’s work.  .  .  . The Eastern wing of the church, however, represented by such theologians as Irenaeus and Athanasius, was more inclined to stress the “vital” or “life-sharing” side of Christ’s work.11


			Union with Christ helps us to see and be reminded that Jesus isn’t just our righteousness but also our holiness—he is “the Holy and Righteous One” (Acts 3:14). And he is not just our holiness but also our life. And he isn’t just our life but also our righteousness. Union reminds us to embrace the whole Christ for all his benefits rather than just picking a favorite and crafting a slogan. You can’t have him for justification without having him for sanctification.


			So this often neglected but practically powerful doctrine of the believer’s union with Jesus is vital for sanctification. Then have we found our silver bullet? Was the warning above about avoiding sanctification sloganeering and reductionisms issued prematurely? Might union with Christ be the holy  grail?


            

            

            Here’s the hitch. Union with Christ ends up being a very nondescript way of talking. Perhaps you’re already sensing this from what I’ve written (or not written) in this introduction. As theologian John Frame observes, union with Christ is “the most general way of characterizing Jesus’s work of salvation.  .  .  . [It is] an exceeding broad topic.”12 It’s a glorious generality and is meant by God to be gloriously general, but it doesn’t carry inherently the specificity of its various aspects—regeneration, justification, sanctification, adoption, glorification. Indeed, as Frame says, union with Christ and being “in” Christ “are the most general things that can be said about us as [God’s] people.”13 The way in which we flesh out in more detail what it means to be united to Jesus is to address the blessings of justification, sanctification, regeneration, and glorification. The strengths and weaknesses of union lie in its being the broad category that includes the other benefits. And the strengths and weaknesses of sanctification lie in its specificity as an aspect of that union. We mustn’t play the two off each other. So where to from  here?


			Room for Reliance


			As important and helpful as the doctrine of union with Christ is, this one doctrine is not sanctification’s holy grail. We’re back to a sanctification of all, not only. We return to the truth that what is needed for Christian sanctification is not some silver-bullet doctrine or fresh slogan or new overriding emphasis, but the whole of the Bible and the whole of Christian theology and the whole of Jesus. The same Jesus who is our righteousness for justification is the same Jesus who is our holiness for sanctification—both definitive and progressive—is the same Jesus we’re united to by faith to receive those priceless graces.


			By virtue of our Spirit-powered faith union with Jesus, we have the new-creation spiritual life of regeneration, and the righteousness of justification, and the holiness of sanctification, and the familial affection and privilege of adoption, and the honor of glorification. This is big. It gets complicated. There are so many ducks that it’s hard to get them all in a row—and that’s just the way God would have it. After all, he is the sanctifier, not we. He would rather we always lean on him for holiness than supposing we have it figured  out.


            

            

            

            Where’s the Spirit in All This?


			Before closing this introduction, it’s worth asking, What is the role of the Holy Spirit in all our talk about sanctification? Sometimes our sense of fairness is irked by how often Jesus and the Father get mentioned while the Holy Spirit seems to remain out of view. This may not be all  bad.


			It can be helpful to think of the Spirit as the self-effacing member of the Trinity. In John 16:14, Jesus describes the main “job” of the Spirit this way: “He will glorify me.” There is something intrinsically mystical about the Spirit, as John 3:8 intimates: “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” Graham Cole, even in writing a long book about the Spirit, acknowledges this elusiveness:


			What God has made known concerning the divine name, will, and ways we know truly but not exhaustively. As for the Spirit, the mystery deepens. For .  .  . the Spirit points away from himself to another. Thus there is an elusiveness about the Spirit when thematized as the object of inquiry.14


			As there is a sense of the mystical and elusiveness to our union in Christ, so also with the Spirit who effects and sustains that union. In particular, the Spirit is elusive and self-effacing by relentlessly drawing attention to Jesus’s person and work. So “the power of the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 15:13; see also 15:19; 1  Cor. 2:4; Eph. 1:16) often is known explicitly by other terms, such as “the power of the gospel” (see Rom. 1:16). It’s not as though the gospel as a mere message has an inherent power apart from the power of the personal Spirit. The reason there is power in the gospel is that the Holy Spirit works through that Jesus-glorifying message.


			So also “the power of the cross” (see 1  Cor. 1:17, 18, 24). In and of itself, the cross, or any news about a cross, isn’t powerful. But God himself, in the particular person of the Holy Spirit, possesses power and has chosen to do his most direct and potent work in and through and alongside the preaching of a crucified Messiah, who was dead and is now alive. Which brings us at last to the great goal of sanctification.


			The Beginning and End of Sanctification


			The beginning and end of Christian sanctification is none other than Christ himself. There is an initial relationship with Jesus that first  sets  us apart as definitively sanctified and gets the gears going for progressive sanctification, but a deepening relationship with Jesus is the heart of sanctification, and knowing Jesus is the great goal of our sanctification. Jesus is not only the preeminently sanctified one and the one who empowers our sanctification by his Spirit, but also he is the one whom the whole of our sanctification is shaping us to know forever. Knowing Jesus drives us onward in sanctification now (Phil. 3:8), and knowing Jesus is the eternal life that sanctification fits us for (John  17:3).


			The greatest blessing of salvation is not mere forgiveness. It’s not just justification and being declared righteous. It’s not new birth. It’s not even sanctification. It’s not just the privilege of being united to him, but being united to him serves the greater goal of enjoying him. The greatest blessing of redemption is Jesus himself. All aspects of the Spirit’s subjective application to us and all of Jesus’s objective accomplishments for us conspire to this one great end: knowing Jesus, enjoying Jesus, admiring Jesus, and treasuring Jesus for all eternity.


			This, as our contributors develop in the chapters ahead, is the very essence of holiness. Happiness in Jesus is not just the product of holiness; it is the essence of true Christian holiness.


			Slogans will eventually lead us astray. Quick fixes won’t last. What we need for Christian sanctification is all of the Christian Scriptures, and all of Christian theology, and ultimately all of Christ. We need all of Jesus—all his words, all the glorious doctrinal truths about him, all his divine life, all his full humanity, all his lived-out righteousness, all his death for us, all his resurrection power, all of his help for us in the Holy Spirit. Without a great Jesus as the center of our now and forever, there is no great salvation.


            

            

            What’s Ahead


			This book had its start in the Desiring God 2012 National Conference on the theme of sanctification. About 2,500 of us gathered in Minneapolis and dedicated the weekend to considering this important theme and its countless implications for everyday  life.


			The chapters in this book began as plenary addresses at the conference and have been carefully revised and expanded for publication by our authors (most of whom are more writers than speakers).


			We gave the conference to the topic of sanctification because we saw a need. One of our hopes in this book is to kindly and carefully correct some of the misstatements about sanctification we’ve heard and some of the unwise trajectories we see, but our primary aim is to positively construct a vision for what Christian sanctification is and with that to courageously venture some answers to the how questions, even though it’s sure to raise some  ire.


			In the first chapter Piper seeks to “put sanctification in its place” by expanding on this introduction in terms of both defining sanctification and developing its relationship to the whole of the process of salvation. Chapter 2 is Kevin DeYoung’s important treatment of the multiplicity of motivations in sanctification. DeYoung provides a rich exposition of Colossians 3 that aims to point us toward the full Christian deck  of resources available for our growth in holiness while avoiding our tendency to fixate on  one.


			Ed Welch kindly agreed to put his lifetime of study and experience to our service in chapter 3. We asked how physical limitations and disabilities affect our sanctification, and Welch responded with this especially useful primer on the embodied soul, including several real-life stories to flesh it out. If you’re short on time, you may just want to jump straight to Welch’s chapter. It is very  good.


			We knew that discussing this theme and making it practical meant raising many issues and concerns beyond the daily means of grace but also that the spiritual disciplines must be addressed in the course of the discussion. Jarvis Williams tackles the personal means of grace in chapter  4 (focusing on Bible intake, prayer, preaching the gospel to yourself, and suffering), while Russell Moore deals brilliantly with the corporate dynamics in Christian sanctification in chapter  5—a chapter you may find worthy of a re-read and extended reflection.


			Finally, in the last chapter, Piper brings it all together. He continues his work from chapter  1 and picks up on the work of the other chapters in pressing the theology into everyday life. Piper gets practical in addressing how God works in and through us to bring about actual holiness in our lives through conscious trust in what he’s revealed about himself and his specific promises to  us.


			Our prayer is that God would be pleased to make use of these chapters in both orienting you and fueling your fire for acting the miracle of Christian sanctification.
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