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INTRODUCTION 

 

If I had to ask you to name the 5 top misunderstood doctrines in Christianity what five 

would you choose?  I can imagine you would choose teachings like election, reprobation, 

regeneration, the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, the baptism of the Spirit, but did 

anyone pick sanctification?  Sanctification, that doctrine which can be quickly summarised 

as, the process of God making us holy, I believe is one of the most misunderstood doctrines 

in Christianity today.  On the one hand we have the perfectionistic teachings that believe in 

the removal of a sinful nature at baptism, or those who believe that all love for sin can be 

removed by an act of faith.  These views are triumphalistic and think that we are already 

glorified and are failing to remember that all things are not yet made new.  On the other 

hand we have those who believe that there is no change within the Christian; that the only 

difference between the unbeliever and the believer is forgiveness and nothing more, as if 

nothing happened in the new birth in our relationship to sin.  This view does not expect or 

advocate for change, justification is emphasized to the exclusion of sanctification and the 

law of God and His commandments find no place in Christian teaching.  These errors result 

from a misunderstanding of biblical truth.  However, my analysis is that the greatest reason 

for misunderstanding is ignorance not error, a forgetfulness of the basic reality of sin and it 

effects upon the Christian.    No understanding leaves many Christians subject to the many 

errors.  Think of statements like ‘Let go and let God’, or empty promises of achieving perfect 

love if you just consecrate yourself enough, or have the right spiritual experience.  This 

basic ignorance means that there are many Christians who are agonizing over sanctification 

who have tried the various techniques offered as silver bullets of success.  There are many 

who are depressed because the various techniques have failed and upon the guilt of the sin 

they are battling they think they do not have enough faith, or that they just aren’t successful 

enough.   

 

J. I. Packer gives a third person account of his own struggle with some of this teaching, 

specifically Keswick teaching:  

‘His perplexity was this: he had heard and read his teachers describing a state of sustained 

victory over sin.  It was pictured as a condition of peace and power in which the Christian, 

filled and borne along by the Holy Spirit, was kept from falling and was moved and enabled 

to do things for God which were otherwise beyond him.  To yield, surrender and consecrate 

oneself to God was the prescribed way in….  But the student’s experience as he tried to 

follow instructions was like that of a poor drug addict whom he found years later trying with 

desperate concentration to walk through a brick wall.  His attempts at total consecration left 

him where he was—an immature and churned up young man, painfully aware of himself, 

battling his daily way, as adolescents do, through manifold urges and surges of discontent 



and frustration…it all seemed a long way from the victorious, power-packed life which those 

Christians were supposed to enjoy, who by consecration had emptied themselves of 

themselves. 

But what should he do?  According to the teaching, all that ever kept Christians from this 

happy life was unwillingness to pay the entry fee—in other words, failure to yield themselves 

fully to God.  So all he could do was repeatedly reconsecrate himself, scraping the inside of 

his psyche till it was bruised and sore in order to track down still unyielding things by which 

the blessing was perhaps being blocked.  His sense of continually missing the bus, plus his 

perplexity as to the reason why he was missing it, became painful to live with, like a verruca 

or a stone in your shoe that makes you wince with every step you take. 

However, he happened to be something of a bookworm, and in due course he stumbled 

across some reading which became a lifeline, showing him how to deal with himself as he 

was and enabling him to see that thing he had been seeking as the will-o’-the-wisp that it 

is…A burned child, however, dreads the fire, and hatred of the cruel and tormenting 

unrealities of overheated holiness teaching remains in his heart to this day. 

Now I was that student, and the books I read were volumes 6 and 7 of the works of Puritan 

John Owen (Goold’s edition) and J. C. Ryle’s Holiness.’ 

 

We have been dealing with church discipline and have been made painfully aware of the sin 

that lies within each one of us, that every single one of us is in fact undeserving and an 

addict.  Having been made so aware of the sin that is within us all I would like to end this 

little foray into church discipline with a reminder of the sin in us and how to fight it.  We will 

take Paul’s words in Romans 7:21-25 as our guide, ‘So I find it to be a law that when I want 

to do right, evil lies close at hand. 22 For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being, 23 

but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of my mind and making 

me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. 24 Wretched man that I am! Who 

will deliver me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of 

sin.’ 

 

The realities and dangers of sin 

 

Paul has made some bold statements with regards to the law such as, ‘through law comes 

the knowledge of sin’ 3:20.  Some may feel that he is painting the law in a bad light and 

blaming the law for our sin.  Romans 7 is Paul’s defence of the goodness of the law and the 

badness of the human heart.  The law can never save because we are so sinful.  So sinful in 

fact that we even get ideas for sin from the law itself 7:7-8.  Paul demonstrates the purpose 

of the law to expose and even incite sin, showing itself to be holy and us as sinful.  He does 

this first in the case of his own life as an unbeliever in 7:7-13. Then Paul moves to the 

present tense and continues to show the effectiveness of the law to expose sin in the life of 

the Christian in 7:14-25.  Our text is found in the section where Paul is talking about the 

exposed sin in a Christian’s life.  This fact that Paul is describing the Christian and not an 

unbeliever will become evident as we look at the text. 

 



Lets begin with v21, ‘So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at 

hand.’  Notice the law language indicating a basic reality of life.  That everything we do sin 

is always there to dog our steps.  Paul is speaking from a certain set of truths.  Firstly, Paul 

is assuming that we are all sinners who have a sinful nature.  He has just made statements 

about there being nothing good in his flesh 7:18.  As fallen sinners we were once without 

God, without a heart of flesh, without the Spirit, without His illumination, all we had to go 

were the corrupted notions of good and evil as taught to us by ourselves and all directed by 

the compass of our selfishness which swings to the magnetic north of self and not the true 

north of God.  The resources we had to do anything was a fallen nature that only wanted sin 

and had no power to change itself or will otherwise.  But then we got saved.  You would 

expect as some have taught, and they lived happily ever after, never sinning again, and 

always obedient and successful.  Paul reminds us in v21 that sin continues to dwell in a 

Christian.   

 

We do not find ourselves to be without sinful desires having the sinful nature and its 

corruption removed.  We find that in our hearts there is the ever present reality of sin 

waiting to have us.  The Christian is not all new, but only part new and still part old.  When 

we became Christians we received a new heart for the old one; the Spirit came to dwell 

within; we had our scales removed; sins ability to make us irresistibly do its will was broken.  

But for all of this we still have the presence of sin with us.   

 

What does this mean?  This means you can never let down your guard.  You always have 

to, as Jesus said, ‘watch and pray,’ for the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.  Never 

deceive yourself into thinking that you can amputate sin fully, kill it once and it will never 

come back, cut it off and it will never regrow. 

 

Paul speaks more about this two fold reality in v22-23, ‘For I delight in the law of God, in my 

inner being, 23 but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of my 

mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.’  The language is 

involved and confusing and many have gotten lost in trying to understand it.  And in light of 

recent developments in psychology which loves to blame my parents, my surroundings or 

my genes for my behaviour Paul’s words in v17 sound like he is shifting responsibility, ‘So 

now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me.  Let me try and help us see a 

path in the multiple descriptions of this section. 

 

I want you to see two columns in your mind, because Paul is describing sin in the Christian 

who is a mix of old and new we will have two columns one relating to the new and one to 

the old.  Now please appreciate that these contrasting realties are both true of the singular 

me, and can therefore make the descriptions sound schizophrenic, but this is the best that 

language can do when trying to describe two contrasting realities. 

 

In v14 he says, ‘I am of the flesh,’ this is a reference to the remaining flesh in him, then he 

says ‘sold under sin’.  These descriptions might not sound like they are describing a Christian 

but we need to remember that Paul is not looking at himself through the cross or the lens of 

the Spirit but through the lens of the law which exposes remaining sin and heightens our 



consciousness of it.  In Adam we all fell and we continue to feel the residue of that even as 

believers when the law gets a hold on us.  In v15 we continue to add to the old column, we 

see that we do not do what we want but do what we hate.  Can you feel the law 

heightening the continuing contradiction in the Christian as Paul says the law does in v13, 

revealing that we are sinful beyond measure?  In v18 he speaks about no good thing 

dwelling in his flesh and his flesh not having the ability to obey God’s law.  V19 shows the 

perpetual nature of the sin that I engage in, v21 that fact that it is always present and ready 

to pounce, in v23 we see that it is a law in our members, and in v24 we see that the 

Christian still has a body of death.  But that is not all the Christian is.   

 

In the new column we see that I want to serve God v15, 16, 18, 19, 20, 21, 23 and 25.  We 

see that I as a Christian not only desire to serve God but delight in the law, I agree with it 

v22.  This desire and this delight are impossible for the unbeliever and are the result of a 

new heart given by God who enables us to walk in His ways.  Look at 8:7 to see that the 

unbeliever, the natural man does not and cannot submit to God’s law.  It is obvious that 

Paul is describing a Christian not an unbeliever.  In v24 we see that the wretched man has 

his hope in Christ and v25 ends with the continuing tension between the new and the old.  

 

If we were to look at ourselves from the perspective of the Spirit we would speak about the 

fact that we are a new creation, that we have died with Christ, that we have a new heart, 

that we are no longer subject to the devil.  And all of this is true.  However, when we use 

the law as a lens, and there is still a use for the law in the life of the Christian as a tool in 

sanctification to expose sin; this perspective yields a realistic picture of new and old together 

in tension in the Christian.  We are not all new and we are not all old, we are living 

contradiction. 

 

The guards and remedies against sin 

 

I have taken the time to deal with those truths because we want to be free from 

perfectionism that is too triumphalistic and over confident which results in depression for the 

Christian.  We also want to avoid the view that sees no change and undervalues the new 

birth and the call to progressive holiness.  And we don’t want to be those who are forgetful 

of the dangerous realities that we deal with and so fall prey to indwelling sin.  So now let 

me outline what our response to these truths should be. 

 

Firstly, this should remind you that you are always in a war and can never let down your 

guard, coast or stop fighting.  Sin lies close at hand.  It is always positively exerting itself in 

your heart seeking to have the whole house back to itself.  Galatians 5:17 stresses this, ‘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.’  There is a constant gravitational pull from sin and if you are not using your jets to keep 

you away it will suck you into its gravitational pull and down to destruction.  We must never 

declare a cease fire against sin and must be constantly waging war no matter how quiet the 

enemy may seem.  Time of peace when our besetting sins seem more subdued are welcome 



windows to stock pile ammunition and a better position to fight against sin and prevent its 

uprising.   

 

Secondly, we must be aware of what Hebrews 3:13 calls the deceitfulness of sin.  We lie to 

ourselves about God, about ourselves, about our situation and about our sins.  Sin can 

appear to be dead for a while but is only pretending waiting for you to turn your back on it.  

Don’t let anything keep you from the constant culling of sin.   

Remember these truths:  

firstly your personality and temperament can disguise the fact that you are making no 

progress in holiness and that you appear ok.  The best way to fight sin is to nurture holiness 

in a positive fashion.  When we compare ourselves with others and, for example, we are 

more patient than a more passionate type of person we live or work with, we may think that 

our patience is a sign of our strength when in fact it is a disposition of your temperament for 

which you can take no credit.   

Secondly, many use personality/temperament to excuse behaviour.  I have heard men 

describe themselves as ‘red blooded men’ in justification of their lustfulness as they indulge 

constantly looking at pornography, women in the streets and unfaithfulness.  An actor was 

recently fired for blowing up and verbally abusing and berating the cast and members of the 

crew, his excuse was that he has ‘tigerblood.’  Our natural dispositions that make us love 

sport, music, theatre, food, good aesthetics can all be camouflage for excessive indulgence.  

Beware, sin disguises itself in legitimacy. 

Thirdly, sin does not only come in one flavour or colour.  If we examine our lives we will see 

that sin does not manifest itself in obvious ways with signposts.  Sin is deceiving and 

appears in many colours and flavours.  Let me illustrate this.  Lets say we are struggling 

with pride.  This would manifest as being unable to accept criticism from my wife, it will 

manifest in arguing and making excuses for my children at the parent-teacher interviews.  It 

will reappear in shouting at my kids for not listening to me in public and making me look 

bad.  And cause me to curse the weather because it rained on my newly washed car and I 

have just cleaned it to go to church.  Pride does not have the same appearance every time it 

comes up.  In order to see these connections I would need to spend time in prayer, writing 

down all my sins and joining the dots to see the many ways in which one sin makes itself 

felt.  Journaling and times of quiet reflection surface these connections.   

Fourthly, there are sins that we find beset us, and then they seem to go quiet, we must not 

think that they have died.  Sin as long as we are alive will continue to surface even though it 

can go quiet for a while.  For example, there are times when after a time of prolonged 

coldness we are revived and radically amputate certain things in our lives that we have 

allowed as distractions.  Radical amputation may appear to kill a sin, but like the branch on 

a tree it does regrow and will need repruning.  Sometimes we swap one sin for another, 

some swap food for exercise, or drink for success in business, however the root of sin, the 

service of self and not God is still there unkilled.  Sometimes we can get really busy and 

those sins that we would ordinarily struggle with fall into the background.  Unless you take 

measures to replace vice with virtue it will resurface when the business goes away or the 

novelty of your new situation wears off. 

 

Know your enemy and fight smart! 



Paul in 7:25 speaks of deliverance from this body of death through Jesus Christ.  We will be 

finally free from sin when Jesus comes again and we receive our glorified bodies, but we 

have not been left with no hope for the fight against sin now.  Paul goes on in Romans in 

Romans 8:13 to contrast the believer with the unbeliever, and the believer is characterised 

as the one who puts to death the deeds of the body by the power of the Holy Spirit.  We 

have been made aware of our enemy, sin, now we need to be reminded of the one who 

dwells within whom God has given to enable us to be holy and who conforms us into the 

image of Christ. 

 

The Spirit is the one who is the natural enemy of sin and lives within us.  Any Christian who 

is truly born again is in the Spirit, but the bible calls us to walk in the Spirit in order not to 

fulfil the lusts of the flesh.  Walking in the Spirit implies the direction we are walking.  The 

flesh has a will to do sin, the Spirit wills what God wills.  To walk in the Spirit is to turn away 

from the desires of the flesh and to walk in the ways of God.  Walking in the Spirit implies 

the strength we are depending upon for results.  Jesus tells us that flesh gives birth to flesh 

but Spirit gives birth to spirit.  So as we work, with blood sweat and tears at our holiness, 

we trust in God’s grace that the Spirit will bring about the harvest of righteousness.  

Depending upon the Spirit means that we employ the means of grace that God has 

appointed for our growth.  God has given teachers to the body for our growth, so going to 

church and sitting under the preaching of the word is essential for growth.  The bible as it is 

read, sung, prayed, and preached is the water that washes us, renews us and conforms us 

into the image of Christ.  The Spirit blesses the word in the church.  When we gather Christ 

is present to bless us.  We sign in the Lord’s Supper the union we have with Christ by the 

Spirit, and we express in eating for nourishment how we look to Christ for ongoing strength.  

Bible reading, personal prayer, fellowship, all these are also means of grace by which God’s 

Spirit by the word transforms us.   

 

Closing illustration: the pear tree         

                


