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A SCRIPTURAL DEFINITION OF SANCTIFICATION 

  A workable definition of sanctification must be informed by observing how the theme is 

traced throughout Scripture. From the creation of mankind, God’s command for humanity has 

been righteousness and holiness before God. Therefore, a definition of sanctification cannot be 

complete without also discussing holiness.  

God created mankind to be image-bearers; to reflect the holiness of the Creator. “So God 

created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created 

them” (Gn. 1:27 ESV).  In the Old Testament, the concept of divine holiness relates to God’s 

“separation from anything and everything that is profane.”1 In the beginning, humanity was holy 

as God was divinely holy, separate from anything wicked or profane. However, the sin of Adam 

and Eve, the first un-holy act, brought about a separation between God and mankind. Humanity 

was no longer separate from that which was profane. Adam and Eve’s sin tainted the divine 

image within humanity, so that humanity no longer reflected God’s holiness. Thus, humanity’s 

sinful state rendered them unable to be in the presence of a perfectly holy God. However, God in 

His grace still sought out fellowship with humanity despite their sinfulness. God consecrated the 

nation of Israel, giving them over to Himself for the pursuit of holiness for the purpose of being a 

blessing the nations (Genesis 12:2). From this point, God’s people would commune with Him by 

way of mediation through priests; His presence could not be among them. God commanded the 

Israelites to build the tabernacle in such a way that would separate God’s holiness from the 

unholy, and prescribed cleansing rituals that would prevent His holiness from being approached 

in any way by that which was profane or uncleansed (Ex. 26-31:11). Even Moses, the man whom 

 
1 Bromiley, Geoffrey William, ed. The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia. Vol. 4: Q - Z. Fully rev., [Nachdr.]. 

Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2002. 321. 
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God set apart to lead the nation of Israel, could not fully see God because he, a sinful man in the 

presence of God’s perfect holiness, would be destroyed (Ex. 33:18-20). God commanded His 

people Israel to set themselves apart from the world; to separate themselves from the profane and 

give themselves over to holiness.2 God’s purpose in all of this was for Israel to be a blessing to 

the world, the vehicle through which God would restore a right relationship between Himself and 

all of humanity and allow Himself and humanity to commune with one another. Through Israel 

and the prophets, God promised a Messiah, a man from the line of Israel who would restore the 

image of God in humanity by interceding for the sinner, giving his life as a ransom for the 

unholiness that pervades the human heart and restoring the righteousness of man before God 

(Isa. 53). This Messiah is Jesus Christ, who was the perfect image of God, fully human and fully 

God; who lived a life free of unholiness and sin. Christ was the first perfectly holy human being; 

he knew no profanity or sin, only a perfect relationship with a perfectly holy Creator, and God 

did not withhold His presence from Him. Jesus, in His perfection, took upon Himself the sin and 

impurity of the entirety of humanity and became the ultimate sacrifice of atonement for the sin 

that had separated God and man since the sin of Adam and Eve. Through Christ’s suffering and 

death, God laid upon Him the punishment for sin, and through Christ’s resurrection, sin’s 

consequence, eternal separation from God in death, was negated. The risen Jesus sits in the very 

presence of God in all of His glory, offering His life and His Spirit in exchange for the sinful life 

of anyone who chooses it, to the effect that God no longer sees the sin that once separated 

humanity from Himself; He sees only the righteousness and holiness of Jesus (2 Cor. 5:21). 

Through Christ, God’s people once again have the opportunity, through the power of the Holy 

Spirit, to live according to their created purpose: to live righteous and holy lives before God and 

 
2 Bromiley, Bible Encyclopedia, 322. 
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to reflect the holiness of the Creator. Those who have chosen the life of Christ have chosen to 

participate in God’s divine holiness. Christ has called them to separate themselves from all that is 

wicked or profane and be molded and formed into His own, sinless Image so that they may enjoy 

a right relationship with God. This is a systematic process of purification, where, by the guiding 

of the Spirit, the believer is made holy (or sanctified). 

A Working Definition  

Sanctification (Gk. ἁγιάζω, “to make holy”) is the systematic progress of the believer, by 

the grace of God in Jesus Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit, from depravity in sin toward 

holiness, which will be fully realized in the presence of God after death. 

Roles in Sanctification 

The Spirit 

The Spirit plays three roles in sanctification: conversion, security, and purification. The 

sanctification process begins before the salvation of the believer when the Holy Spirit convicts 

their heart, opens their eyes to their sin, and draws them toward repentance. After salvation, the 

Spirit affirms and testifies to their salvation before God securing their belonging and relationship 

to God (Rom. 8:16). Henry Cloud writes, “The Holy Spirit gives us security. After bringing us 

into a relationship with God, he locks the door behind us”3 Having brought the believer into a 

relationship with God and secured it, the Spirit continually reveals to the believer areas of sin in 

his or her life that God desires to transform and guides the believer toward righteous living (2 

Cor. 3:18).4 The Spirit is what gives the believer the power to do what they could not do before: 

overcome their sinful desires and choose to walk in righteousness.  

 
3 Cloud, Henry, and John Townsend. How People Grow. Zondervan, 2001. 96. 
4Jenney, Timothy P. “Sanctification”. Pages 1165-1166 in Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible. Edited by Freedman, 

David Noel, Allen C. Myers, and Astrid B. Beck,. Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000.  
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The Self 

 While the Spirit enables the believer to pursue righteousness, there is still a level of 

responsibility concerning the self in the process of sanctification. Jenney writes, “Those who 

choose to be sanctified by the Spirit must cooperate in the process”5 As the Spirit guides and 

empowers the believer toward righteousness, there must be a willingness to cooperate with His 

will. Paul writes, “For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put 

to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Rom. 8:13). The believer is presented with a life 

according to the flesh and a life governed by the Spirit. Scripture makes it clear that a life 

governed by the Spirit leads to righteousness and sanctification, while a life lived according to 

the flesh leads to death. In Romans, Paul urges his readers choose the leading of the Spirit.  

The believer’s responsibility to work out his or her salvation and the empowerment of the 

Spirit are held in tension, yet both are necessary for sanctification. Through the Spirit’s 

conviction, the believer is taken to a place of helplessness. The believer is utterly unable to do 

the things necessary to work out their own salvation, and they must choose to follow the Spirit’s 

help and leading as the Spirit “works to conform [their] life to the life of Christ.”6 God’s will acts 

upon the person, but God does not work in place of the person.7 However, it must be emphasized 

that God’s salvific work is based solely on what Christ has already done in the life of the 

believer, and not on any individual effort on the part of the believer. John Coe writes, “We 

certainly participate in this work, as a sanctifying synergism of the human person in conjunction 

with God. Nevertheless – and this cannot be stressed enough – all true, fruit-bearing obedience 

 
5 Timothy P. Jenney, “Sanctification”. EDB:1165-1166. 

6 Saucy, Robert L. “Theology of Intentional Character Formation.” Talbot School of Theology, Biola University. 3. 
7 Robert L. Saucy, “Intentional Character Formation”. 4. 
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and transformation is based on and motivated by God’s prior salvific work on behalf of the 

believer.”8 

The Church 

 God’s preferred and established method of interacting with the world is through people. 

Throughout history, God in his love for humanity has used human beings to accomplish His 

purposes on earth. His process of sanctification is no different. Sanctification is carried out as 

believers live out their faith, care for one another, suffer alongside one another, and grow 

together in the context of relationships. God created humanity to be in relationship with one 

another (Gn. 2:18), and participation in the Body of Christ is a setting in which believers both 

reflect God’s purposes for His creation and grow in maturity and righteousness. Becoming holy 

means learning how to better love and serve God and others, and this is done through the love, 

guidance, support, care, and fellowship offered by the Body of Christ.  

The Body is an environment in which believers are able to confront one another with love 

and truth and encourage one another in the process of sanctification. In love, the Body of Christ 

sympathizes with each other’s weaknesses, shortcomings, and sinful habits, and in truth works to 

confront and restore those individuals toward holiness. Cloud writes,  

[P]art of the Body is to step in and contain the effects of sin in someone’s life . . . 

The way Jesus would do it is, as the verse says, in a spirit of gentleness. He, a 

high priest who can sympathize with our weaknesses (Heb. 4:15), was never 

judgmental or condemning toward those in need or in sin. He gently restored them 

and never lorded it over them. If it is truly part of the Body, then it would be as if 

Jesus were there in the flesh, for that is what the Body is.9  

 

 
8 Coe, John H. “Moving from Moral to Spiritual Formation: Redirecting the Heart in the New Covenant”. 2004. 

From Spiritual Formation Lecture Series, John Coe dir., Institute for Spiritual Formation, Talbot School of 

Theology. Presented at the Fullerton Free Church, March 2006.  
9 Henry Cloud and John Townsend, How People Grow, 139. 
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Where the Spirit convicts the believer of his or her sin and reveals areas for transformation and 

sanctification, the Body of Christ serves to help recognize these and restore the believer toward 

sanctification (Gal 6:1-2). 

The Goal of Sanctification 

 In his letter to the Philippians, Paul urges the church at Philippi to live in a manner 

“worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Phil. 1:27) by standing firm in the face of opposition, suffering 

alongside one another for the sake of the gospel, and counting others as more significant than 

themselves (1:27-2:4). This, Paul argues, is the attitude of Christ,  

Who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing 

to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in 

the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself 

by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God 

has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name 

(Phil. 2:6-9). 

 

Paul exhorts the Philippians to train their hearts and minds to love one another and count one 

another as more significant than themselves, and then he points them to the ultimate exemplar – 

the person of Jesus Christ. Paul’s intention is that, one day, the Philippians might be so 

transformed by the good news of the gospel and so devoted to God that their love for one another 

would look identical to the love of Jesus Christ Himself; that Jesus would so indwell their hearts 

that their lives and their conduct would be a perfect reflection of His love and His holiness. This 

is the goal of sanctification: that the true character and holiness of Christ is fully realized in the 

life of the believer, to the extent that every aspect of his or her life is conformed to Christ’s 

image, so that they might share in the eternal life of Christ in the presence of God. 

SUFFERING AND WEAKNESS AS SANCTIFICATION 

 Sanctification is impossible without some degree of suffering, for at least three reasons: 

1.) Conforming to the image of Christ means believers must share in every aspect of the life of 



7 
 

Jesus, including his suffering. 2.) Sanctification is a continued process of death and resurrection 

in the life of the believer. 3.) Suffering leads to greater dependence and deeper worship of God. 

These three reasons are interrelated, and all have significant implications for developing a 

theology of suffering.  

In Romans, Paul writes, “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are 

children of God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided 

we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him” (Rom. 8:16-17). According 

to Paul believers are heirs to both Christ’s life here on earth as well as His eternal reward in 

heaven. As heirs, believers are invited to share in the entire life of Jesus on earth, including his 

suffering. To be sanctified is to be so conformed to the image of Jesus that his entire life, 

including suffering and death, is reflected in the life of the believer. Sanctification is only 

completely realized after death, when the believer is able to share in Jesus’ resurrection and 

eternal life. Through remaining holy in suffering and experiencing death and resurrection, 

believers are further shaped and formed into the image of Jesus.  

Sanctification is a process by which the old, sinful self is continually put to death so that 

Christ’s righteousness may be resurrected in its place. Because sanctification is an ongoing 

process that is not fully realized until eternity after death, believers continue to live with 

remnants of sin; old “sinful habits of the heart that remain and plague the believer as the residue 

of the pre-converted dynamics of the heart.”10 Sanctification is a continual “putting to death” of 

the old, sinful self (Rom. 6:6-23) so that our bodies are able to be used by God as “instruments 

for righteousness” (v. 13). This process implies a degree of suffering as God, through the Spirit, 

 
10 Coe, John H. “The Hidden Heart: Why We Still Sin When We Know So Much”. 2004. From Spiritual Formation 

Lecture Series, John Coe dir., Institute for Spiritual Formation, Talbot School of Theology. Presented at the 

Fullerton Free Church, March 2006. 
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continually reveals in the believer ways of the “old man” and confronts him with sin that must be 

put to death. Believers are called to abandon their old way of life. Saucy writes, “We are 

exhorted to take up our cross daily that our old self-centered self in bondage to sin and its old 

way of life may increasingly die in our experience, and the new God-centered self may be 

increasingly manifest in the actualities of our daily life.”11 Thus, the biblical model for 

sanctification is repeated death and resurrection, “rather than some kind of self-improvement of 

the old person.”12 Through this repeated death and resurrection and shedding of the old self, God 

refines, forms, and shapes the believer more fully into the image of Christ. 

Many believers are able to point a season of suffering in their spiritual journey as the 

catalyst for a season of renewed worship and fellowship with God. This is no coincidence; the 

model of suffering attested in Scripture follows this pattern. When Job remained faithful to God 

during his unimaginable suffering, he emerged with a fuller understanding of who God is, and 

who he was as a human in relation to God. His response was worship and repentance:  

I know that you can do all things, 

    and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. 

‘Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?’ 

Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, 

    things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. 
 ‘Hear, and I will speak; 

    I will question you, and you make it known to me.’ 
 I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, 

    but now my eye sees you; 
 therefore I despise myself, 

    and repent in dust and ashes (Job 42:2-6). 

 

Jesus’ agony on the night of his betrayal led him to seek God’s comfort in prayer as he submitted 

himself fully to the will of God: “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be 

done.” (Mt. 26:42). Habakkuk’s lament over the impending destruction of his people and his 

 
11 Robert L. Saucy, “Intentional Character Formation”. 4. 
12 Ibid. 
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inner crisis concerning the justice of God led him to a fuller understanding of the sovereignty and 

mystery of God’s ways, ultimately moving him to worship:  

[Y]et I will rejoice in the Lord, 

    I will be joyful in God my Savior. 

The Sovereign Lord is my strength; 

    he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, 

    he enables me to tread on the heights (Hab. 3:18-19). 

Paul encourages his brothers and sisters in Philippi to view suffering as a gift, ordained and 

granted by God out of His grace as evidence of their salvation: “For it has been granted to you on 

behalf of Christ not only to believe in him, but also to suffer for him” (Phil. 1:29). These stories 

of the suffering of God’s people testify to the sanctifying nature of pain and anguish. Believers 

can take comfort in the fact that God uses the broken, sinful state of the world to sanctify His 

people, bringing them into a greater knowledge of who He is and a greater understanding of 

themselves in the context of their relationship with God. This ultimately leads to increasing 

dependence on God, and deeper worship.  

CONCLUSION 

Sanctification is the systematic progress of the believer, by the grace of God in Jesus 

Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit, from depravity in sin toward holiness. It is a process of 

refinement, through which God uses His Spirit, the Body of Christ, our will, and the brokenness 

of the world to restore in us the holiness for which we were created, in preparation for eternal life 

in His presence.  
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