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The work of the Holy Spirit traditional has been divided into two general categories: 1) his work in the conversion of the sinner; and 2) his work in the sanctification of the saint. Though this is not a sharp distinction in Scripture, it is a pragmatic one. Each area has in its own right aroused considerable controversy, especially in early restoration history. We have, however, tended to neglect the latter area in our zeal to oppose Calvin’s theology of conversion. This “under-emphasis” is, I think, the source of much misunderstanding concerning the manner in which the Spirit dwells in the believer. More importantly, the lack of clear exposition concerning sanctification has permitted the false dogmas of Calvinism, Wesleyanism and Pentecostalism to form a beachhead in our brotherhood. Thus, I have undertaken this study of sanctification.

The verb “sanctify” carries two different though related meanings. First, it means to “set apart something for a holy purpose.” The seventh day, for example, was set apart (sanctified) as a special holy day for the Jewish nation (Genesis 2:3; Exodus 3:13; Deuteronomy 5:12; Ezekiel 20:10-12); and Jesus was set apart as the one who would die for the world (John 10:36; 17:19). Second, the verb may mean to “make holy” or “purify.” Christians are, therefore, “holy ones” (saints).

The definition of sanctification is rather simplistic, but the controversy arises when the nature and means of sanctification are considered. In this, there are major divisions among theologians. It is my purpose to discuss (rather simplistically, however, for the distinctions I shall make are not necessarily so sharp) these differences, and then to present a Biblical view of the nature and means of sanctification. In doing this, I hope to shed some light on the controversy which surrounds the manner of the Spirit’s indwelling of the believer.

Calvinism

Just as the Calvinistic theology of conversion is rooted in the dogma of Total Depravity, its theology of sanctification is rooted in the dogma of the Perseverance of the Saints. The sinner needs the direct working of the Spirit to enable him to respond to the gospel, so also the saint needs the direct working of the Spirit to enable him to persevere to the end (for the saint still possesses a corrupt human nature as the sinner. Westminster Confession of Faith, VI, v.) Therefore, Calvin concluded: “Christ has sanctified the faithful forever.” (Commentary on Romans, cv. 6:10). Thus, the means of sanctification is the same as the means of conversion which is the “supernatural work” of the Holy Spirit (Larter, Evangelical Quarterly 27:146).

The nature of sanctification is the same as that of conversion. It begins in that “initial experience of the Holy Spirit” (i.e. conversion) and “is continued directly by the Spirit through his indwelling in introducing us to, maintaining us in and making us grow into a new, truly human life.” (De Senarcleus, Reformed and Presbyterian World, 28:61, 63). In this work the Christian is “passive” as God accomplishes his predestined purpose in man through the Holy Spirit. It is this work that “enables” Christians to perform good works. (Marcel, Evangelical Quarterly, 27:133, 137).

This concept of sanctification presupposes a Calvinistic theology of conversion. The order of Calvinism is this:

An Experience of the Holy Spirit

Conversion (Definitive Sanctification)

Sanctification (Progressive)

Sanctification begins at conversion and is continued by the immediate working of the Spirit. Some Calvinists also place an “experience of the Holy Spirit” between conversion and sanctification; but they are a minority. It is only in this way that the Christian does not fall (indeed, cannot fall) from grace. I fear, however, that many brethren have this same “enabling” concept of the Holy Spirit. Such a contention actually presupposes Calvinism for it he must be directly helped to overcome sin in Christian living, then surely he must be directly helped to repent and respond to the gospel. In this way, many brethren implicitly affirm Calvinism.

The difficulties with this view are numerous. First, the saint, it is true, is in some sense passive for it is God who sanctifies (1 Thessalonians 5:23); but he is not totally passive because Peter enjoins the saints to sanctify themselves (1 Peter 3:15). Second, sanctification of the Spirit is effected by a means, not directly upon the saint’s heart. That means is the word of truth. (John 17:17). Third, how may we have a “supernatural work” without the miraculous? Presbyterians are presently struggling over this distinction, the charismatic Presbyterians maintaining that a miraculous baptism in the Spirit is that “supernatural work” of sanctification in the believer. (Skidmore, The Presbyterian Journal, p. 7). The non-charismatic Presbyterians are, therefore, in a difficult position for certainly any direct (supernatural) work of the Spirit is a miraculous work. The charismatic Presbyterians, then, are actually being consistent with their Calvinistic presuppositions. This miraculous nature of Calvinism was pointed out long ago by Campbell in his debate with Rice. Conversion is not a metaphysical change but a moral change. The former requires the miraculous; the latter demands only the influence of argument, reason and fact. Calvinism posits the metaphysical change of the sinner and the progressive metaphysical help of the Spirit. Therefore, it needs the miraculous. Non-charismatic Presbyterians find themselves denying and affirming the miraculous at the same time.
Wesleyan Theology
John Wesley reformed somewhat Calvin’s doctrine of sanctification. Wesley described sanctification in three stages. First, there is a sense in which one is sanctified at conversion; this is not “entire” or “full” sanctification. In this one receives the forgiveness of sins, but not the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.

“After the first step—that of conversion—the believer seeking holiness invites the Holy Spirit to dwell in him and bestow on him the additional gifts needed for continued growth in holiness.” (Jorstand, The Holy Spirit in Today’s Church, p. 11). This holiness is culminated in “entire” or “full” sanctification which may be received in this life and is a “necessary condition for seeing God.” It is instantaneously appropriated by faith in a “sudden crisis,” a gift of God through the indwelling Spirit. (Marshall, Evangelical Quarterly, 34:78). This is called a “still higher salvation.” (Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian Perfection, p. 47). Though it is “instantaneous,” it is also gradual in the sense that it must be continually sought. It is only in this “crisis that one receives a new, clean heart.” (Wesley, p. 24).

The evidence of such an experience is a “deeper and clearer conviction than that he experienced before justification…his experiences total death to sin, and entire renewal in the love and image of God.” (Wesley, p. 52). The Christian’s knowledge of the experience rests on the Spirit’s witness (supposedly affirmed in Galatians 4:6), and “faith brings that inner ‘whisper’ that the work is done.” (Rose, A Theology of Christian Experience, p. 185). Hence, it might be added, the experience is so subjective that if one believed it could occur, any crisis of faith might induce one to think that he had received the witness of the Spirit.

Third, while this experience can only bring relative sinlessness (he no longer commits voluntary sin), entire perfection (freedom from all sin) is possible only in the presence of God.

Wesley’s order of conversion and sanctification is:

Conversion (Definitive Sanctification)

An Experience of the Holy Spirit (Progressively Sought)

Sanctification (Instantaneous)

Calvin and Wesley differed in three points: 1) Calvin did not believe in a “sudden crisis” after conversion; 2) Calvin thought the power of indwelling sin could never be broken while Wesley did; and 3) Calvin contended that the sanctified could never fall from grace while Wesley thought otherwise. The difficult question for Wesley is: how can the saint fall when he cannot voluntarily sin and he is totally dead to sin? Calvin, of course, denied that some Galatians had fallen from grace. (Galatians 5:4).

Wesley’s concept of sanctification is generally followed by the Methodist denomination today. This view has several difficulties. First, the indwelling of the Spirit is received at conversion, not subsequent to it. (Acts 2:38). The person who does not have the Spirit is not of Christ. (Romans 8:9). Is the converted, yet-not-sanctified persona a Christian? Actually, to be converted is not enough for Wesley because sanctification (Wesley’s experience after conversion) is a “prerequisite to eternal salvation.” (Rose, p. 187). The Bible speaks of persons who were sanctified at conversion (1 Corinthians 6:11); there is no intermediate stage between conversion and sanctification. All saints are Christians and all Christians are saints, but Wesley wants Christians who are not saints. Second, a clean heart is received at conversion because it is in conversion that one’s sins are “blotted out.” (Acts 3:19; 15:9; 22:16). Forgiveness of sins is “not enough.” Those who are forgiven, but not sanctified are “only Christians in part.” (T. Webb quoted by Hurst, The History of Methodism, III, 1252). This illustrates an extremely insufficient view of justification and forgiveness (Romans 3:23-5:11; Galatians 2:14-4:7). Third, the condition for seeing God is the new birth (John 3:3-5), and not some experience following conversion. The converted-but-not-sanctified (in Wesley’s sense) person is able to see God. Fourth, there is no record in Scripture of any “sudden crisis” as Wesley contends except that be a miraculous impartation of the Holy Spirit. Herein Wesleyanism anticipates the Pentecostal dogma of Spirit Baptism.
Pentecostal Theology
According to Don Basham, “the New Testament makes it plain that baptism in the Holy Spirit is a second work of grace which follows conversion.” (A Handbook on Holy Spirit Baptism, p. 15). It is this experience which gives the Christian the “power to serve, to witness, and to overcome the enemy.” (Pat Boone, Dr. Baalam’s Talking Mule, p. 151). Just as the Calvinist thinks of sanctification, so Basham thinks of Holy Spirit baptism: “it is an empowering experience.” (p. 17). Like Wesley, Shirley Boone’s “experience” left her with the “sense of the presence of the Lord and an overwhelming feeling of love” in which the Holy Spirit “began to bear witness with her spirit.” (A New Song, p. 111). In fact the Pentecostal Holiness Church follows Wesley I that they “believe that entire sanctification is an instantaneous, definite second work of grace, obtainable by faith on the part of the fully justified believer.” (cf. any Pentecostal Holiness Advocate, “Our Faith,” 10).

Pentecostals are divided over whether sanctification precedes, follows, or is the same as Holy Spirit baptism. Generally, the baptism in the Holy Spirit is the instantaneous beginning experience of sanctification (cf. Syan, The Holiness-Pentecostal Movement in the United States, pp. 140-53). Thus, we have this order:
Conversion (Definitive Sanctification)

Holy Spirit Baptism (Instantaneous Sanctification)

Sanctification (Progressive)

The Pentecostal dogma of Spirit Baptism results from a combination of the Calvinistic and Wesleyan doctrines of sanctification. Holy Spirit baptism is “supernatural” and “empowering,” reminiscent of Calvinism. It is “sudden” and therein the Holy Spirit begins to dwell in you, reminiscent of Wesleyanism. It is only one step from Calvinism to Wesleyanism (a change in time of experience), and one step from Wesleyanism to Pentecostalism (addition of miraculous manifestations). To underscore this relationship Wesley’s doctrine of conversion was for all practical purposes identical with Calvin’s (Marshall, pp. 75, 56), and the earliest Pentecostals were Wesleyan Methodists (cf. Syan, pp. 110ff, 140ff). “In Pentecostalism the theological focus is shifted almost entirely from Wesley’s goal of final salvation and sanctification which will achieve it to the baptism in the Holy Spirit and glossolalia which will assure it.” (Brunner, A Theology of the Holy Spirit, p. 38).

This confusion of baptism in the Holy Spirit and sanctification has caused Pentecostals to appeal to passages which refer to sanctification as proof for the contemporary availability of Spirit Baptism. Likewise any passage which refers to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit is counted as Holy Spirit baptism. This confusion is the supreme difficulty in Pentecostalism, for how may one be a Christian without the Holy Spirit dwelling in him? (Romans 8:9). In Scripture we do find a distinction between Christians who do find a distinction between Christians who do possess miraculous ability and those who do not (Acts 8:12-17), but we do not find such a distinction concerning the indwelling of the Spirit. (Romans 8:9-16). The two cannot, therefore, mean the same, for all Christians have the indwelling Spirit, but not all have miraculous ability. Miraculous manifestations have ceased (JMH, A Teenager Speaks on Spiritual Gifts), but the indwelling of the Spirit has continued. The above criticisms of Wesleyanism also apply with equal force here for one to some extent presupposes the other.
Biblical Theology
In sanctification the subject is both passive and active. It is God who sets men apart fro his service and makes them holy, for Jesus prayed that he would do this very thing. (John 17:17-19). Paul hoped that God would sanctify the Thessalonians. (1 Thessalonians 5:23). As such the subjects are passive, and, in fact, the verb “sanctify” is used in the passive voice of Christians many times. (1 Corinthians 1:2; Acts 20:32; 26:18). However, sanctification is not exclusively passive, for Paul urges each Thessalonian to “possess his vessel in sanctification,” and that entails each person abstaining from fornication. (1 Thessalonians 4:2-7). The woman who is to be approved should continue in her sanctification (1 Timothy 2:15); and all men are required to follow holiness. (Hebrews 12:15). Peter specifically commands Christians to sanctify themselves. (1 Peter 3:15). Thus, Calvinism is erroneous in supposing that the subject of sanctification is totally passive. There is the divine and the human side of sanctification. If we meet the conditions of holiness, then God will make us holy. (1 Peter 1:15, 16; 1 John 1:7-10).
Sanctification is both definitive and progressive. The verb “sanctify” is found in the aorist tense in many passages. (Ephesians 5:26; Hebrews 10:29; 13:12). This signifies that these were sanctified at particular point in the past (i.e., at conversion). Particularly significant is that in the washing away of sins one is sanctified. (1 Corinthians 6:11). Therefore, there is a sanctification which occurs at conversion. However, sanctification is also progressive. Christians are urged to continue their sanctification. (1 Thessalonians 4:2-7). It is the Christian’s responsibility to remain holy (sanctified) before God. Scripture often refers to sanctification as that which occurred in the past and continues in the present by its effects. This thought is represented by the perfect tense in Greek. According to 1 Corinthians 1:2, the Corinthians stand in the position of having been sanctified, i.e., they are holy due to a particular action in the past (conversion), and presently are holy (effect of their conversion). Here sanctification is not something future but past. (Cf. also John 17:19; Acts 20:32; 26:18; Romans 15:16; 2 Timothy 2:21; Hebrews 2:11; 10:10, 14). The only sense of future in sanctification is the responsibility of the Christian to remain holy. If he sins, and asks forgiveness, then God will sanctify (make holy) him. (1 John 1:7-10). The seeking of further sanctification which is beyond that received at conversion (except it be that final salvation in heaven) is unfounded in Scripture. The duty of the Christian is to remain sanctified (Revelation 22:11), not to seek a “sanctifying experience.”

God the Father is the one who sanctifies. (1 Thessalonians 5:23). It is the sacrifice and blood of Jesus that makes such sanctifying possible. (John 17:19; Hebrews 10:10; 13:12). The Spirit of God is the agent of the Father’s activity. (Romans 15:16; 1 Peter 1:2; 1 Corinthians 6:11). Calvinistic theology raises the question of whether or not the Spirit also works by a means, or does he operate directly upon the heart of the saint? Scripture also recognizes “truth” as an agent of God in sanctification. (John 17:17-19). Ephesians 5:26 concludes that Christ sanctifies (and cleanses) the church “with the washing of the water by the word.” Thus, the Spirit and the word are both agents of the Father in sanctification. (Compare Ephesians 5:26 with 1 Corinthians 6:11). How, then, do they work together? Ephesians 6:17 provides the key for understanding this relationship. There Paul declares that we should take up the “sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” Thus, the Spirit uses his sword (the word of God) as he operates upon the hearts of men. Further, the apostle Paul states that Christians are sanctified by “by faith.” (Acts 26:18). Faith originates from hearing the world of God. (Romans 10:17). God, therefore, sanctifies persons on the basis of Christ’s blood by the Spirit who wields his sword in the production of faith in men. Sanctification is neither a direct working of the Spirit nor a “sudden crisis,” but it is the working of the Spirit through the word, producing faith in men as they respond to the call of the gospel.
A Biblical view of sanctification may be outlined as below:

Conversion (Definitive Sanctification)

Sanctification (Progressive, remaining holy)

Final Salvation (in heaven)

According to 1 Corinthians 6:11 it is at the point of baptism (“washing”) that definitive sanctification occurs (cf. Ephesians 5:26). Progressive sanctification is putting on the “new man” (Ephesians 4:24) and mortifying our members (Colossians 3:5), the constant struggle against sin. (Romans 6). God provides aid to the Christian through his revelation, but he will neither grant miraculous ability to overcome sin nor assure one of the impossibility of his falling from grace except as he follows what is written. (1 John 5:13). 

Alexander Campbell made this remark about such theologizing: “I hear too many prayers for the Spirit of God to convert the people as on Pentecost, to baptize them in fire, and to compel them by irresistible grace or power to believe and obey the gospel. These savor not of the New Testament, but of a more recent and mystic theology.” (Millennial Harbinger, VIII, p. 410).

The Spirit’s Indwelling and Sanctification
Common to all the denominational theologies previously discussed is the contention that the sanctification of the believer is effected by the Holy Spirit through his indwelling of the believer. This is correct provided one has a proper understanding of sanctification for Paul declares that it is through the indwelling Spirit that we mortify the deeds of the body. (Romans 8:13). Sanctification is a comprehensive term for the work of the Spirit in believers, all others activities being included within its broad borders. Thus, the indwelling of the Spirit is the foundation for any work of the Spirit in the believer’s life. But the Spirit can dwell in the believer if an only if the believer has been sanctified, for the Spirit only comes into the heart of the believer after he becomes a Son of God (a saint), or at least simultaneously so. (Galatians 4:6). The foundation of sanctification is the indwelling Spirit, and the foundation of the indwelling Spirit is sanctification. The two functions of the Spirit are so inter-related that they cannot be separated or distinguished. Thus, by whatever means the Spirit sanctifies, it is by that means that the Spirit indwells the believer. The Spirit sanctifies through the word only. (John 17:17; Ephesians 5:26). Therefore, the Spirit dwells through the word only.

An objection to this argument might be seen as follows:  “The Spirit’s work upon sinners is to be differentiated from his work in the believer. Surely, the Spirit works only through the word in conversion, but by the fact of his indwelling in believers, he may work directly upon the saint.” Not only does this objection presuppose a direct indwelling of the believer, but it makes, I think, an arbitrary distinction. Conversion and sanctification cannot be so sharply distinguished. Conversion involved sanctification, and that sanctification continues throughout the Christian’s life. The process by which the Spirit converts the sinner (which involves sanctification), is the same process by which the Spirit sanctifies the believer (a process begun at a conversion). 

To establish this assertion the reader is directed to 2 Thessalonians 2:13. God at some point in the past chose (aorist tense) the Thessalonians unto (eis) salvation which was being effected through the sanctification of the Spirit and the belief of the truth. The Christians in this passage are striving toward (eis) salvation. A similar thought is expressed by Paul in Romans 13:11 where our salvation is now “nearer than when we believed.” Verse 14 of 2 Thessalonians 2 makes it clear that the “salvation” of verse 13 is the glory of heaven. Here Paul describes man’s response to the gospel (by which he was called, i.e., converted –note the aorist tense) and his continual striving for final salvation (unto which he was called, i.e., heaven). As such this passage has reference to conversion (definitive sanctification) and to Christian growth (progressive sanctification) the goal of which is heaven (final salvation).  Thus, the distinction made by the objector is false, for sanctification is here connected with conversion and Christian living, and the same means is used to effect both (the Spirit and the truth).

In 2 Thessalonians 2:13 there is a conjunction of the Spirit and the word (truth). The two are not to be separated because the apostle has conjoined them in the fulfilling of both conversion (definitive sanctification) and Christian living (progressive sanctification). Since they are placed in conjunction, how, then do they work together? Either the Spirit works jointly with the word—but directly, or he works jointly with the word—but through it (mediately). There is no third choice (i.e., works mediately on sinner, but immediately on saint) for this would deny 2 Thessalonians 2:13 where conversion and Christian living are effected by the same means. Such a choice would destroy any continuity between definitive sanctification and progressive sanctification. Ben Bogard, the renowned Baptist debater, recognized that one could not have it both ways so he opted for the theory that the Spirit works jointly with the word, but directly upon the heart of the subject. (Hardeman-Bogard Debate, p. 31). However, this would ignore any meaningful instrumentality of the truth. (John 17:17; James 1:18, 21; 1 Peter 1:22). It ignores the fact that the word is the “sword of the Spirit.” (Ephesians 6:17). The proper view, I think, was affirmed by Alexander Campbell in 1843:
…the Spirit and the Word of God are not separate and distinct kinds of power—the one superadded to the other, but both acting conjointly and simultaneously in the wok of sanctification and salvation…the belief of the truth is the instrument of sanctification and salvation. (Campbell-Rice Debate, pp. 721, 665).

A sharp distinction between conversion and sanctification is not possible. The means by which sanctification begins (in conversion) is the means by which it continues. If conversion is effected by the Spirit through the word only and sanctification begins in conversion, then sanctification is continued by the Spirit through the word only. The means by which the Spirit sanctifies, is the means by which he indwells. Therefore, the Spirit indwells the believer through the word only.

This study has not attempted to answer all the questions but it has introduced us to a sensitive spot in denominational thought. Our brethren need to restudy the doctrine of sanctification in order to prevent false concepts from making headway into our ranks. A consideration of sanctification in light of the controversy over the manner of the Spirit’s indwelling of the believer will, I believe, bring fruitful results. In conclusion, the following passage from Alexander Campbell sets, I think, the whole issue in perspective:

By the sacrifice of his Son the guilt of sin is taken from us; by the power and grace of his Holy Spirit the power of sin is subdued within us. Still we expect nothing from the Holy Spirit but through the truth; for he is the spirit of holiness because he is the spirit of truth. The holy truth is the instrument by which the Spirit of God works mightily in us to will and to do what is just and true. (Millennial Harbinger, IX, p. 153).
