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Part 1 
Are We Sanctified by Works or by Grace? 

Peter Ditzel 

 

Why does the Bible seem to teach sanctification by works in some 

places and by grace in others? Do the writers of the New Testament 

contradict each other, or are we sanctified by both works and grace? 

Or, perhaps the Bible gives an answer to the sanctification puzzle that 

we don't often hear about.  

 

Both between and within the various Christian denominations, 

theologians hotly debate the doctrine of sanctification. Are we 

sanctified entirely by grace, entirely by works, or some of each? Are 

there two kinds of sanctification—positional and progressive? Maybe 

there are actually five kinds. In this article, I'd like to settle these 

questions with an honest look at Scripture. A misunderstanding of 

sanctification has caused grief for many Christians, so all of us should 

take the time to learn what God teaches us about it in His Word.  

 

Definitions 

 

The point of this article is to discover the biblical truth of sanctification. 

Since most of our readers come from a Protestant/Baptist/Evangelical 

background, that is the broad tradition from which I will begin the 

discussion. I will not discuss the Wesleyan view, which differs from the 

rest of Protestantism on sanctification (but see here) 

(http://www.wordofhisgrace.org/1jn5sinqa.htm), and I will not delve into the Catholic 

and Orthodox doctrines of sanctification.  

 

The first step to help us shed light on this mystery is to see that the 

New Testament Greek word for sanctification doesn't convey in its 

original usage the weight of meaning New Testament writers often put 

upon it. Hagiasmos simply means "holiness," and in some translations 

of the Bible that is the way it is translated—"holiness." The verb 

"sanctify" is translated from hagiazō, which merely means "to make 

holy" or to "consecrate or set apart for holy use." It is the word 

translated "hallowed" in many English versions of what is commonly 

called the Lord's Prayer: "Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be 

thy name" (Matthew 6:9, King James Version).  

 

Outside of the New Testament, these words were used to refer to 

objects that had been consecrated for use with deities. When New 
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Testament writers apply these words to people, they are using them in 

a unique way. Nevertheless, the original meanings can help us 

understand that there is a way in which sanctification means that we, 

as God's elect, are set aside for God's use.  

 

The New Testament usage of the word goes beyond this, however. To 

help clarify sanctification, theologians often contrast it with 

justification. Justification is God's declaring a believer not guilty. God 

does this both because Jesus Christ has paid the believer's sins and 

because He counts Christ's righteousness as if it were the believer's. 

This imputed righteousness is the believer's outward, legal standing 

before God. In justification, we go from the legal standing of sinners to 

the legal standing of the righteous. 

 

While justification is an outward, legal declaration only, sanctification 

is an inner work whereby God saves us from the power of sin and 

makes us genuinely holy. The 1984 edition of the Evangelical 

Dictionary of Theology gives this one-sentence definition of salvation: 

"The saving of man from the power and effects of sin" (Evangelical 

Dictionary of Theology. s.v. "Salvation." Grand Rapids, MI.: Baker 

Books, 1984). Clearly, this describes sanctification as much as it does 

regeneration and justification. The 1997 edition of the Evangelical 

Dictionary of Theology makes this important additional point: "The 

'Holy' Spirit is so named not because he is more holy than the Father 

and the Son, but because his specific ministry vis—vis salvation is 

sanctification" ("Sanctification")(http://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionaries/bakers-

evangelical-dictionary/sanctification.html). So we should keep in mind as we 

examine sanctification that it is a part of salvation. The details of how 

sanctification happens are where opinions differ. Finding out the truth 

is important because Jesus said, "You will know the truth, and the 

truth will make you free" (John 8:32). Some of the unbiblical opinions 

of sanctification are imprisoning and burdensome and they can cause 

spiritual anguish for those who hold them.  

 

Five Forms of Sanctification 

 

Before we can go on, we need to understand that theologians speak of 

anywhere from one to five forms of sanctification. As I describe these 

five forms or parts, you might want to ask yourself whether the Bible 

really speaks of more than one sanctification and whether these parts 

are merely man's attempt to logically categorize various aspects of one 

sanctification. 
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Briefly, the five are these: 1. Purposed sanctification speaks of God's 

eternal decree (His purpose in eternity—Ephesians 1:11; 2 Timothy 

1:9) to sanctify His people. God decreed in eternity what He would 

accomplish in time. 2. Accomplished sanctification is the sanctification 

of His people that Jesus Christ accomplished on the Cross. This is a 

very important aspect of sanctification to keep in mind as it focuses on 

Christ. When you are faced with the question that we will soon see of 

who works in progressive sanctification, bear in mind that without the 

work of our Savior on the Cross, there would be no sanctification. 3. 

Positional sanctification—sometimes called initial sanctification—as its 

name implies, has to do with our position, or our standing, in our 

relationship with God. God changes our position from being a sinner 

under his wrath to being a saint under His grace. 4. Progressive or 

continuing sanctification is associated with our Christian life. It is the 

change that takes place in our thinking and in our actions as we 

mature as Christians. 5. Absolute, future, or perfect sanctification 

occurs when God will completely separate us from even the temptation 

to sin and from the sin and corruption of this fallen world upon our 

entering the eternal state. Most agree that it is another name for 

glorification. 

 

While I may mention the others, I want in this article to concentrate 

on positional and progressive sanctification because they are the two 

most often spoken of and debated. 

 

Positional Sanctification 

 

Theologians teach that in positional sanctification, God changes our 

position from being of the world to being of the kingdom of God. 

Positional sanctification is the result in time of God's purpose in 

eternity to sanctify, Jesus Christ's accomplishment of our sanctification 

on the Cross, and the Holy Spirit's applying what Christ accomplished 

to each of us. God places us into the Body of Christ, setting us apart 

for His use. We go from being carnally minded and wholly sinful to 

being spiritually minded and able to think righteously and grow in 

actual, inward righteousness. As you might imagine, it can be difficult 

to distinguish positional sanctification from other aspects of salvation. 

For example, regeneration, repentance, and conversion also involve 

changes of mind and position. We can even find it hard to tell when 

some Scriptures mean one or the other of the above. In fact, trying to 

precisely dissect one of these events from another in the life of a 

believer is rather like trying to say where one ocean ends and another 

begins. There's too much blending for precision, yet using the names 

does help us to grasp what God has done. Positional sanctification is a 
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theological concept describing a reality; it's a name that helps us to 

understand that something takes place at the beginning of a believer's 

regenerated life by which he or she goes from being profane to being 

holy and when the person's desires begin to change from sinful and 

selfish to wanting to please God and loving others. 

 

Overview of Progressive Sanctification 

 

What about progressive sanctification? Theologians express 

progressive sanctification in a variety of ways. I'll try to boil them 

down to two. 1. Progressive sanctification takes place after positional 

sanctification and is the change that happens throughout the rest of 

the believer's life by which he or she becomes more and more holy, 

less and less self-centered, and more and more like Christ. Notice the 

passive wording. Theologians often use passive language when 

discussing progressive sanctification. This helps them avoid taking a 

firm position on whether God does the work, the believer does the 

work, or God and the believer cooperate. Other theologians wish to 

distance themselves from any reading that we can interpret as 

teaching that the believer brings about these changes. This is 

essentially what they say: 2. Progressive sanctification is a process 

that God works within us and that results in our spiritual growth much 

like water, sunlight, and fertilizer result in plant growth without any 

effort from the plant. As you can see, it is in progressive sanctification 

that we find the controversy alluded to in the title of this article. Are 

we progressively sanctified entirely by God's grace, or do we work with 

God's help to sanctify ourselves? Very few people outright and clearly 

state that progressive sanctification is entirely the work of the 

believer, but, as we will see, some come close by emphasizing our 

efforts and minimizing God's grace. 

 

In part 2, we'll take a look at the grace plus works or cooperation view 

of progressive sanctification. 


