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Sanctification. You look in the bulletin and see that word there as the sermon title. 
Apparently the sermon is on sanctification today. So maybe you think to yourself, Great! It’s 
about time pastor talks more about sanctification. By the way, we talk about sanctification a lot 
here. I’ll explain that later. 

Or maybe you look at the word “sanctification,” and you think to yourself, I have no idea 
what that means. Sounds like some kind of fancy Latin word. You’re right; it is a fancy Latin 
word. But maybe you’re more familiar with the English word, “holy.” That’s what sanctification 
has to do with—holiness. In fact, the Greek word that gets translated as “sanctification” in our 
Bibles sometimes gets translated as “holiness” instead. The verb “sanctify” simply means, “To 
make holy.” 

So maybe you’re thinking, Alright! Finally; I’m going to learn how to get holy. But that idea is 
wrong. Or maybe you’re thinking, Holiness? Aw, man; I can never be holy. That idea is also 
wrong. And I’ll explain why. 

So we’re going to answer a few questions about sanctification today. First of all, What is it? 
Second, Who does the work of sanctification? Third, How does this person do it? And fourth, For 
whom is this work done? So, What is it? Who does the work, and how? And, For whom does 
that person do it? 

And I’m going to lay everything on the table from the very beginning. I’m going to answer 
those questions right away and trust you to pay attention to the rest of the sermon anyway. 

So here it is: sanctification is the work of the Holy Spirit whereby he renews the image of 
God to sinful human beings. That’s it. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to renew in us the image 
of God. 

Basically, sanctification consists of the Holy Spirit taking the gifts Jesus won for us by his 
death and resurrection, and applying those gifts to our lives on a daily basis for the rest of 
eternity. Everything we receive from God is only because of Christ’s atoning work. And the Holy 
Spirit is the person who delivers those gifts to us. 

And how does he do this? This work typically begins at Baptism, it continues throughout our 
entire lives as we hear God’s Word and receive the Lord’s Supper, and it will finally be 
completed at the Resurrection of the Dead on the Last Day. 

So, what is it? The renewal of the image of God. Who does it? The Holy Spirit. How does he 
do it? Through the Word and the Sacraments. And who is this work done for? It is done for your 
and for me—everyone who believes in Christ Jesus. 

So it turns out there is a lot that goes into the doctrine of sanctification. Everything we 
confess in the Third Article of the Creed is part of sanctification. “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the 
holy Christian Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the 
body, and the life everlasting.” All of that is part of the doctrine of sanctification. We could also 
include the Word of God, the Sacraments, confession of sins, the struggle of the Christian life, 
prayer, and all sorts of other things. 
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So how are we going to find a Scripture passage that teaches us all these different things? 
And how are we going to cover all of them in one sermon? That would make for a really long 
sermon. So we’re not. 

We are going to consider one Scripture passage that deals with one primary aspect of 
sanctification—the “who?” Who is responsible for our sanctification? I’m going to focus on this 
because, at least in my opinion, this is the single greatest area of confusion among Bible-
believing Christians. 

 
The Scripture passage we will consider this morning comes from Paul’s Letter to the 

Galatians, chapter 2, verse 20, through chapter 3, verse 6. It is on page 824 of the pew Bible. 
Please stand as you are able for the Scripture. From Galatians 2, we begin reading at verse 20. 
And we read in Jesus’ name. 

20 I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. 
And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and 
gave himself for me. 21 I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness were 
through the law, then Christ died for no purpose. 

3:1 O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ 
was publicly portrayed as crucified. 2 Let me ask you only this: Did you receive the Spirit 
by works of the law or by hearing with faith? 3 Are you so foolish? Having begun by the 
Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh? 4 Did you suffer so many things in 
vain—if indeed it was in vain? 5 Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and works 
miracles among you do so by works of the law, or by hearing with faith—6 just as 
Abraham “believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”? 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 
You may be seated. 

 
You can hear Paul’s frustration loud and clear. He’s downright insulting. “O foolish 

Galatians!” (3:1). I think it would be funny for a pastor to try this—don’t worry; I won’t try it—
but I think it would be funny for a pastor to work the question, “Are you so foolish?” into every 
sermon. I wonder what would happen to attendance. All the seminary professors would be 
saying, “I didn’t teach him that.” 

And I assume Paul knows the value of correcting people with gentleness, but he decides to 
throw all gentleness aside. These people need to know that Paul means business. There is a 
serious error here that needs to get corrected. And here’s the error: God got you started in this 
Christianity thing; now the rest is up to you. If you want to be really holy—if you want to be a 
good Christian, and not just a regular Christian—you need to get busy doing some good works, 
or you at least need to get your sin under control. That’s the error. 

Now, we’re all in favor of good works here. Let’s not confuse that. But here’s what you need 
to know about good works: they do not affect God’s attitude toward you, and they do not 
affect your holiness. Good works are not for God. They’re not for your own personal holiness 
either. They are for your neighbor. We’ll talk more about this next week. 
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You sanctification—your holiness—is not impacted by the number of good works you do. 
Now, sanctification does result in good works. For that matter, so does justification. But good 
works contribute nothing either to your justification or to your sanctification. Both of these 
things are God’s work, and God’s work alone. “Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being 
perfected by the flesh?” (3:3). According to Paul, only a fool would think that. 

 
So I’m going to speak candidly about the state of Christianity in America. And it’s not 

because I want to put anyone down. I simply want us all to know what is right and what is 
wrong. 

Two weeks ago, when we were talking about the doctrine of faith alone, I cited a recent 
study by the Pew Research Forum that found that 52% of American Protestants believe that 
faith and good deeds are necessary to get into heaven. We also noted that 84% of statistics are 
unreliable, but if the numbers are to be believed, it means that slightly more than half of the 
children of the Reformation no longer believe the core teaching of the Reformation that we are 
saved by grace alone, through faith alone in Jesus Christ. This is what we call the doctrine of 
justification. And, apparently, 52% of American Protestants don’t believe it anymore. The 
numbers are shocking, but I wasn’t really surprised. 

When I talk with people—various different Christians from all sorts of different Protestant 
churches—it seems to come up again and again: getting into heaven is a matter of believing in 
God and doing your best. Or, maybe, asking Jesus for forgiveness and trying to do better. 
However it’s stated, it’s usually some combination of Jesus and … whatever I have to do. 

And, again, we’re certainly in favor of doing your best and trying to do better, but that’s not 
what gets us into heaven. According to Scripture, the only thing that makes peace with God is 
Jesus’ blood (Col. 1:20). Neither good works, nor good intentions, nor good vibes, nor anything 
else can add anything to the equation. It is all God. And this is the primary teaching that came 
out of the Reformation. 

So when 52% of Protestants apparently don’t believe this anymore, I can’t help but wonder, 
Why? What happened? 

As I’ve thought about this, a few possible reasons keeping coming mind. 
First, the basic problem is what we could call “natural religion.” By this I mean the basic, 

default setting in all of us to believe that since God rewards good deeds and punishes evil 
deeds, then getting into heaven must require some kind of good deeds. That’s natural religion. 
The problem with natural religion isn’t really a problem with the system of rewards and 
punishments. That much is true. The problem is with us: none of us have anything good to offer 
God. In our own sinful natures we are thoroughly corrupt. The only way for us to be saved is for 
God to do all the work. And God has done all the work. The death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ is sufficient. It is enough. But we keep slipping, again and again, back into natural religion. 
That’s one reason for the 52%. 

Another reason could just be basic Bible illiteracy. Perhaps these 52% of American 
Protestants just don’t know the Bible says, “One is justified by faith apart from works of the 
law” (Rom. 3:28). Maybe the reason they don’t believe it is simply because they don’t know it’s 
there. It’s just basic Bible illiteracy. Now, maybe this is their fault for not reading their Bibles, or 
maybe it’s their pastor’s fault for not teaching it to them. Either way, it’s a serious problem. 
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And the third reason that comes to mind—and I think this might actually be the biggest 
reason—is a misunderstanding of the doctrine of sanctification. The error is that God gets us 
started in the Christian faith, but if we are going to grow in the faith, if we want to become 
better Christians, if we want to persevere in the faith, well, then that’s our responsibility. 
Basically, God gets you started, and the rest is up to you. This teaching takes justification for 
granted. It sees the work of Jesus Christ and the forgiveness of sins merely as the beginning of 
the Christian life. It separates evangelism from discipleship, as if the beginning of the Christian 
life has to do with the Gospel, and the rest of it has to do with the Law. In the same way, they 
also separate justification and sanctification. Justification, they think, has to do with believing 
the Gospel, and then sanctification has to do with fulfilling the Law, as if we can be perfected by 
the flesh. Remember, Paul calls this foolishness. This error places a huge burden on weak 
sinners, but the good news is, it’s not your burden to bear. The God who brought you into his 
family is also strong enough to keep you there. 

Both justification and sanctification really have to do with the work of Jesus in his death and 
resurrection. Justification is God’s act of declaring you righteous on account of Jesus’ work. And 
sanctification is the Holy Spirit’s act of applying these gifts of forgiveness, life, and salvation to 
you every Sunday, every other day, and every moment of every day of your earthly and 
heavenly lives. 

So we don’t leave the Gospel behind. What makes you righteous? Jesus’ death and 
resurrection. And what makes you holy? It is also Jesus’ death and resurrection. As Christians, 
we never graduate from the Gospel. 

But this false teaching, sadly, is what is taught in most American Protestant churches. 
And I’ll put my money where my mouth is. I’ll make a bet with you. It’s probably not very 

pious to bet money, especially in the middle of a sermon, so I’ll bet you a Dairy Queen Blizzard, 
okay? Seriously, take me up on this if you want to. Here’s what you have to do. Go to a 
Christian bookstore blindfolded. It might be a good idea to bring a helper along so you don’t 
crash into things. There are displays and small children that don’t need to be knocked over. And 
pick up any book at random. 

Just thumb through it and ask yourself, Does this piece of literature teach me about Christ 
and what he has done for me? Or does it teach me about the Christian life and what I have to 
do? Basically, Is it about the Christ or the Christian? 

My guess is this: whatever random book you pick up will tell you little or nothing about 
Jesus. Instead it will give you laws or tips or tricks or advice on how to become a better 
Christian or how to live a more fulfilling life. And don’t cheat either. It is possible to find 
something that talks about Jesus, and I hope you do. I’m just betting that more times than not, 
you’re going to have to buy me a blizzard. 

That’s because American Christianity takes Jesus and his work for granted, because they 
believe sanctification is a matter of our own works. 

They focus on the fruit we expect to see in the life of a Christian instead of the source of the 
fruit. If a Christian is supposed to demonstrate “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, [and] self-control” (5:22-23) they talk about those fruits, but not the 
source of the fruit. So people try to manifest these positive qualities in their lives, because then 
they think they will be better Christians. They think they will finally be sanctified. So they leave 
the gospel behind and it amounts to nothing more than hanging plastic fruit on an artificial 
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Christmas tree. It’s all fake. The Christian life becomes nothing more than laws, tips, tricks, and 
advice. And for most Christians, this is all they ever hear. 

Their pastors and teachers might understand justification perfectly well. They just don’t 
think it applies anymore. We’ve moved on to sanctification, and they think that means the Law. 

So then they talk so much about the dos and don’ts—the tips, tricks, and advice—that their 
hearers start to think the Christian faith really is all about obedience to the Law. So this error in 
sanctification begins to creep back into justification until 52% of American Protestants think 
their good works contribute something to their eternal salvation. And you can’t hardly blame 
them, because it’s all they hear. 

Now, please know that I’m not telling you this so we can feel superior to other churches. I’m 
telling you this because sometimes pastors have to warn their congregations about what is out 
there. I’m telling you to be careful what you read and who you listen to. Are they preaching 
Christ? Or are they preaching the Christian? We are always tempted to think our good works 
contribute something to the equation. This is why we constantly need to be reminded that it is 
all Jesus. Your only hope for getting through this life and standing before God with any kind of 
righteousness is Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ alone. Believing that we can add anything to the 
equation is a serious and deadly error. It’s downright sinful. 

 
So if this error is downright sinful, which of the Ten Commandments does this violate? 

Believing that I can add to the work of Jesus Christ—believing that I can make myself more 
holy—what commandment does that violate? It’s the First Commandment: “Thou shalt have no 
other gods before me.” When we ascribe the work of God to ourselves, we are making 
ourselves out to be our own gods. When we think we are doing something that only God can 
do—that is, make us holy—we are committing idolatry. Ascribing sanctification to our own flesh 
is a sin against the First Commandment. That makes this a sin of the absolute highest degree. 
You cannot do anything more harmful to your faith than sin against the First Commandment. 
This is the theological version of treason. Sanctification is all the work of the Holy Spirit. And 
he’s really, really good at it. After all, it’s his job. 

 
There are two big events in sanctification. They come at the beginning and the end. Then 

there are lots of little ones in the middle. It begins at conversion—whether that’s Baptism or, if 
you were baptized later in life, the first time you heard the good news of Jesus and believed. 
That’s the first leap forward in sanctification—where the Holy Spirit creates new faith that had 
not existed before. 

And then our Christian lives are this ongoing struggle with sin and doubt. So we confess our 
sins over and over again. And we receive absolution over and over again. If we try to measure 
the growth in our own lives, it might be discouraging. It might feel like two steps forward and 
one step back. Or it might even feel like one step forward and three steps back. That’s because 
the Holy Spirit is continually pointing out to us the sins we need to confess and repent of. Now, 
if we dwell on these sins and think they are marks against our sanctification, we will become 
despondent. This is why the Holy Spirit also applies the Gospel to us—the “You are forgiven for 
Christ’s sake.” So when your sins oppress you, confess them, repent of them, and receive Jesus’ 
forgiveness. And know that whether you feel forgiven or not, you are. And the Holy Spirit is 
continuing to sanctify you, whether you feel like it or not. 
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The Holy Spirit does this through the Word of God and through the Sacrament of the Lord’s 
Supper. These are his means—or tools—to renew in us the image of God. So if there’s anything 
for you to do in sanctification, it’s simply this: cling to and treasure the gifts of God’s Word and 
the body and blood of Jesus, because these are the tools the Holy Spirit uses to sanctify and 
preserve you in the Christian faith. And know that he is doing this, even when you can’t feel it. 
So don’t try to measure it. You can’t. Just trust the God who has promised to do it for you. He 
will be faithful to you all the days of your life until the work of sanctification is finally completed 
on the Last Day. 

That’s the second big event in sanctification: the resurrection of the dead. That’s when 
everything that is sinful or weak in us is instantly transformed—“in a moment, in the twinkling 
of an eye” (1 Cor. 15:52). Jesus will return, the dead will be raised, and all of his believing saints 
will be instantly and perfectly sanctified. The image of God will be perfectly renewed in us, both 
in body and in soul. Until that day, the Christian life is a struggle, but when that day comes, it 
will become perfectly clear that it was all worth it. All the benefits of Jesus’ death and 
resurrection will be applied to us through and through. 

This sanctification is the work of the Holy Spirit. It’s not your work. It’s God’s work. And that 
is good, because if it is our work, it will never be complete. But if it is God’s work, then it will be, 
and we know it will be done right. Praise God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—for their abundant 
gifts. Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


