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   Calvin thinks of sanctification as the gradual process of man’s becoming more 
and more in the course of time conformed to Christ in heart and outward life and 
devoted to God.  Sanctification is the consecration and dedication of both body 
and soul to God.   
 
As Christ sanctified himself in consecrating himself to the will of the Father in the 
sacrifice of the cross (John 17), so our sanctification consists in offering 
ourselves to God as a sacrifice through which His will can be accomplished.  
Our sanctification is thus the fulfillment of Christ’s presenting us in his own 
person to the Father in his sacrifice.  Since such sanctification demands the 
offering of what is pure and holy, and since God'’ will leads us against the will of 
this world, our sanctification implies the renouncing of the world and the 
cleansing of ourselves from the pollution of the flesh.  But only God can thus 
cleanse (Tit. 3:5).   
 
Therefore it is God who sanctifies us by regenerating our hearts, by renewing us 
in every part of our being, by mortifying within us the lusts of the flesh which are 
so contrary to his will (Phil. 2:13; cf. Eph. 2:10), by framing our hearts into 
obedience to his law, and by more and more making us outwardly Christian.  
Calvin can speak of all this as a very gradual process.  It takes place “little by 
little” and sometime only through hard discipline.  Our sanctification will be 
completed only after death when we will be completely renewed and glorified in 
the likeness of the heavenly Lord.   
 
Yet even here and now the process that is to have such a glorious completion 
has begun through the inward work of the sanctifying Spirit of Christ.  Calvin, 
when he wishes to vary his language, can use many other terms such as 
repentance, mortification, new life, conversion, regeneration, to denote exactly 
the same as he means by the word sanctification. 
 
     Calvin clearly distinguishes clearly between justification and sanctification 
(see Institutes, III.11.vi).  It must not be imagined, however, that these could 
ever be separated in reality.  They are distinct, but they can be separated the 
one from the other only in thought, but never in experience.  They are to be 
seen in their indivisible unity with each other in the person of Christ in relation to 
whom no one could possibly experience one without the other.   
 
To try to separate the one from the other would be like trying to tear the Person 
and Work of Christ in pieces.   
 
Calvin says, “As Christ cannot be divided into parts, so the two things, 
justification and sanctification, which we perceive to be united together in Him, 



are inseparable.  Whomsoever, therefore, God receives into his favor, he 
presents with the Spirit of adoption, whose agency forms them anew into his 
image… 
 
     Yet in actual practice the one always involves the other.  The one act of 
union with Christ which enables us to lay hold of the gift of forgiveness puts us 
also into such a relation to the living Lord that we become involved in an 
inevitable process of sanctification and ultimate redemption from all evil.  The 
gift of faith from Christ is always accompanied by the gift of repentance.   
 
Faith, if it is true faith, will grasp Christ not only in justification, but also 
sanctification.  Calvin says, “Let the faithful…learn to embrace Christ, not only 
unto righteousness, but also unto sanctification, as He was given us for both 
these ends, lest through their lame faith they rend Christ into pieces.” 
 
     Faith hears in the Word of God not only the promises which engender trust, 
but also the commands which compel obedience.  Faith apprehends not only 
that God wills to receive us in his mercy, but also that he wills to govern and 
direct all our ways and to reform our whole being… 
 
Therefore though the act of faith which incorporates us into Christ is to be 
thought of as having a justifying virtue independent of any accompanying 
repentance or sanctification, it must not be imagined that such faith can exist 
apart from works.  Though we have here to distinguish justification from 
sanctification without confusion, we must understand the practical implications of 
the fact that each is merely one aspect of a twofold grace.   
 
We are justified for this very end—that afterwards we might worship God in 
holiness of life…Faith cannot be separated from good works, nor do good works 
proceed from any other source than from faith. 
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