
 

The Two Phases of 
SANCTIFICATIO N  

b y Micha el L. Gowens 
 
“… to them  that are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be 

saints… ” 1 Corinthians 1:2 
 

ike every Bib le sub ject, the d octrine of 
sanctific ation m ust b e “rig htly d ivid e d ” (2 Tim . 

2:15). References to this them e, in other word s, m ust 
b e interprete d  a c cord ing  to the analogy of faith—the 
m ost b asic rule of Bib lic al interpretation— lest 
Scripture appe ar to contra d ict itself. 

This practice of com paring  Scripture with 
Scripture and  of synthesizing  the parts to m ake a 
system atic and  unifie d  whole arises from  the 
presupposition that Scripture presents a log ic ally 
consistent m essa g e. The Bib le’s Author, the eternal 
Log os1, is not capa b le of self-contra d iction (2 Tim . 
2:13b ). 

Apparent contra d ictions b etween two Bib lic al 
referenc es, there fore, m ust b e attributed  to the 
interpreter’s la ck of und erstand ing , inste a d  of any 
possib ility of antithesis in the nature of God . The 
challeng e fa cing  the interpreter of Scripture is to 
explain apparently contra d ictory passa g es so that 
coherenc e and  consistency is achieve d .  The Bib le 
stud ent who d ism isses the d iscipline of “rig htly 
d ivid ing ” God ’s word , opting  inste a d  for the practice 
of inserting  the popular d e finition of a term  
whenever it occurs, will nec essarily find  him self 
em b ra cing  d ia m etrically opposite principles as 
equally true. 
                                                        
1 The word “logic” derives from this Greek root and the principle of 
logic— i.e. the cause/effect dynamic and the law of non-contradiction—
is built into the very fabric of God’s various works. 

The solution to this d ilem m a is to recog nize that 
Scripture presents its d octrines as truths with m ore 
than one phase. Consid er, for instance, the Bib le 
d octrine of sanctific ation.  

In one pla c e we re a d  that people “are sanctifie d  
b y the offering  of the bod y of Jesus Christ once for 
all” (Heb . 10:10), and  in another, that sanctific ation is 
“by the truth; for [His] word  is truth” (Jno. 17:17). 
How should  these apparently contrary id e as, i.e. that 
sanctific ation is a fa ct that occurred  at the cross by 
m e ans of the d e ath of the Lord  Jesus Christ, and  that 
sanctific ation is a prospect that d epend s on the 
applic ation of God ’s word , b e reconcile d ? 

Reconciliation of the passa g es in question com es 
when the stud ent of Scripture und erstand s that the 
d octrine of sanctific ation is presente d  as a truth with 
two prim ary phases. W e m ig ht d isting uish b etween 
the two by the a d je ctives positional and  practical, or 
b etter still, eternal a nd  ethical. Eternal sanctific ation2 
spe aks of the g ift of Divine g ra c e where by God ’s 
elect are m a d e holy. It involves four sub-c ate g ories: 
(1) a covenant phase, in which God  “set apart” a 
people from  the hum an fa m ily as His own (cf. Heb . 
10:14); (2) a le g a l phase, in which Christ m a d e them  
holy by His d e ath (cf. 1 Cor. 1:30; Heb . 2:11); (3) a 
vital phase, in which the Holy Spirit im parts a  holy 
nature in reg eneration (cf. Eph. 4:24); and  (4) a final 
phase, in which all of God ’s people will b e m a d e 
com pletely and  entirely holy (cf. 1 Ths. 5:23). 

Ethical, or practic al, sanctific ation, on the other 
hand , d escrib es the process by which the ind ivid ual 
is m ore and  m ore conform e d  to Christ’s im a g e in his 
d aily cond uct and  b ehavior. The failure to 
d isting uish b etween the two— i.e. the sanctifying  
g ra c e that d eterm ines eternal fitness and  the c all to 
holiness in d aily b ehavior and  cond uct— inevita b ly 
                                                        
2 By the label “eternal sanctification”, I mean “sanctification that 
affects eternal salvation” or “sanctification that has eternal 
consequence”. 
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prod uces the popular antithesis that couples Divine 
sovereig nty and  hum an responsib ility in eternal 
salvation.  

First Corinthians 1:2 ne atly sum m arizes these 
two phases. Ad d ressing  the saints at Corinth, Paul 
writes “…to them  that a re sa nctified [ha giazo] in 
Christ Jesus, calle d  to b e saints [ha gios].”  The first 
referenc e— “are sanctifie d ”— d escrib es what som e 
have c alle d  d efinitive sanctific ation; the second —
“c alle d  to b e saints’— d escrib es practical, or in the 
word s of the late system atic theolog ian, Eld er R. V. 
Sarrels, Christian sanctific ation. Paul’s point is that 
these b elievers at Corinth ha d  alre a d y b e e n 
positionally sanctifie d  throug h the d e ath of Jesus 
Christ on the cross. N ow, they were c alle d  to b e in 
d aily, practic al b ehavior what they alre a d y were in a 
positional sense b e fore God . 

The two phases are not synonym ous. The first, 
i.e. “are sanctifie d  in Christ,” is d e finitive and  sure; 
the second , i.e. “calle d  to b e saints”, is tentative and  
uncertain. The first is instantaneous; the second  
involves a process. The first is im m e d iate; the 
second , m e d iate. The first is total and  a bsolute; the 
second , partial and  cond itional. The first is 
ind epend ent of external fa ctors; the second  d epend s 
on a variety of external fa ctors. The first is a re ality; 
the second , prospective 

Perhaps som eone will ob je ct, “W hy d o we ne e d  
these qualifying  term s? W hy can’t we sim ply ac c ept 
the fa ct that the verb  ‘to sanctify’ m e ans ‘to m ake 
holy’ and  le ave it at that? W hy d o we ne e d  to d ivid e 
the sub ject into these confusing  c ate g ories?” 

I answer, “Bec ause Paul d ivid e d  the sub ject into 
cate g ories in 1 Corinthians 1:2.” If Bib lic al referenc es 
to “sanctific ation” always d escrib e som ething  that 
has eternal consequence, then how d o we m ake 
sense of the apostle’s insistence that the Corinthians 
were both already sanctifie d , yet called  to be 
sanctifie d ? If they were alre a d y com pletely holy, 
then how m ig ht they im prove on that fa ct? If Christ 
ha d  alre a d y sanctifie d  them  at the cross, then in 
what sense are they further calle d  to sanctific ation? It 
is only when one und erstand s the principle that the 
holiness nec essary to fit som eone for he aven is a g ift 
of God ’s fre e g ra c e, and  that those so fitted  are 
further calle d  to m anifest that holiness in their d aily 
walk and  cond uct that coherenc e and  herm eneutical 
consistency is attaine d . 

The failure to d isting uish, in the interest of 
“sim plicity”, b etween the eternal and  ethic al phases 
of sanctific ation and  to always interpret the verb  “to 
sanctify” in eternal term s d oes not, in fa ct, sim plify, 
but confuses the issue, for it forces one to say b oth 
that sanctific ation is a fa ct  b e c ause of the cross and  
that it is not a fa ct,  b e c ause it  is conting ent on 
he aring  a nd  rec eiving  the word . Und erstand ing , 
however, that this them e is presente d  in Scripture as 
b oth an eternal fa ct and  an ethic al prospect resolves 
the antithesis: “…to them  that a re sa nctified  in 
Christ Jesus, calle d  to b e saints.” 

The Eternal Phase 
The verb  “are sanctifie d ” in 1 Corinthians 1:2 is 

in the Greek aorist tense. It spe aks of a past, 
com plete d  a ction with ong oing  results. The aorist 
d escrib es punctiliar or “snapshot” action— a once-
for-all, instantaneous event. It is the verb  em ploye d  
when eternal sanctific ation, in its various 
sub c ate g ories, is m e ant. There are four such sub-
c ate g ories.  

1. Covenant Sanctification. First, God  “set 
apart” a people to b e His own in the everlasting  
covenant. Heb rews 10:14 id entifies the b ene fa ctors of 
Christ’s atoning  d e ath in term s of those who were set 
apart by the Father in the covenant: “For by one 
offering, He hath perfected  forever them  that a re 
sa nctified”.   For whom  was Jesus him self 
“sanctifie d  [i.e. set apart in covenant] and  sent into 
the world ” (Jno. 10:36)? W ho rec eives the b ene fit of 
eternal perfe ction secured  b y Christ’s d e ath? For 
whom  d id  Jesus Christ d ie? He d ie d  for those that 
the Father set asid e as His own. He d ie d  for the ele ct. 

2. Positional Sanctification. N ext, the Lord  
Jesus Christ positionally sanctifie d  these “set apart 
ones” at the cross (1 Cor. 1:2). It is in this sense that 
Paul a ffirm s, “W ho of God is m ade unto 
us… sanctification” (1 Cor. 1:30). Christ cam e to d o the 
Father’s will, by which will “we a re sa nctified 
through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for 
all” (Heb . 10:10). Referring  to the spiritual union that 
resulted  from  the Savior’s atoning  d e ath, the writer 
to the He brews says, “For both He that sanctifieth and 
they who a re sa nctified are all of one, for which cause He 
is not asham ed  to call them  brethren” (Heb . 2:11).  
Heb rews 10:29 also m akes referenc e to the fa ct of 
positional sanctific ation in what is arg ua b ly the m ost 
sob ering  warning  a g a inst “willful sin” (v. 26) in the 



entire Bib le: “O f how m uch sorer punishm ent, suppose 
ye, shall he be thought worthy, who hath trod d en und er 
foot the Son of God, and hath counted the blood of the 
covenant, wherewith he was sa nctified, an unholy thing, 
and hath d one d espite unto the Spirit of grace?”   

3. Vital Sanctification. The aorist is also 
em ploye d  to spe ak of the applic ation of red em ption 
to the ind ivid ual’s he art in reg eneration, at which 
point the ind ivid ual is m a d e holy in a vital and  
personal sense: “And such were som e of you: but ye are 
washed, but ye a re sa nctified, but ye are justified  in the 
nam e of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God” (1 
Cor. 6:11).  Paul inform s his re a d ers that the “new 
m an” they are to “put on” in a b ehavioral sense is 
the very sa m e “holy” principle that God  has cre ate d  
in the soul: “Put on the new m an, which after God is 
created in righteousness and true holiness” (Eph. 4:24).  

4. Entire Sanctification. Finally, Scripture 
tea ches that all who were set apart by God  in the 
covenant, positionally sanctifie d  b y Christ at the 
cross, and  g iven a new and  holy nature in 
reg eneration, will b e finally and  entirely sanctifie d  at 
the resurrection of the d e a d : “And the very God of 
peace sa nctify you wholly; and I pray God, your whole 
spirit, and soul, and body be preserved blam eless unto the 
com ing of our Lord Jesus Christ. Faithful is he that calleth 
you, who also will d o it” (1 Ths. 5:23-24).  N ot until the 
g ra c e of g lorific ation will the ind ivid ual child  of God  
b e personally fre e from  sin, thoug h now, in Christ 
his “sanctific ation”, he is positionally holy and  fit for 
he aven. 

The Ethical Phase 
Those who “are sanctifie d ” b y Christ, having  

b e e n m a d e holy in a positional and  vital sense, are  
further “calle d  to b e holy” in an ethic al or b ehavioral 
sense. They are “calle d  to b e saints” by the g ospel. 
The g ospel c alls them , in other word s, to b e in 
practice what they alre a d y are in position: “But as He 
which hath called  you is holy, so be ye holy in all m anner 
of conversation [lit. b ehavior]” (1 Pet. 1:15).  Ethical 
sanctific ation m ig ht b e d e fine d  as the incre asing  
conform ity of one’s life and  cond uct to the im a g e  of 
Christ. 

This call to ethic al holiness, unlike the d e finitive 
work by which a person is m a d e holy, is 
com m unic ate d  b y m e ans of God ’s word : “Sanctify 
them  through thy truth: thy word is truth” (Jno. 17:17). 
It is as a person he ars and  ob eys the word  of God  

that he is a b le m ore and  m ore to “put off the old  
m an” and  to “put on the new m an” in personal 
cond uct and  b ehavior (cf. Eph. 4:22ff).  Sanctific ation 
in this practic al sense d oes not involve an a ctual 
chang e of nature (for that has alre a d y taken pla c e in 
reg eneration when the new m an was “cre ate d  
in…true holiness”– Eph. 4:24), but a chang e of 
b ehavior— ethical renewal, if you ple ase. The new 
m an that God  has cre ate d  in the he art m ust now b e 
“put on” in personal cond uct.  

Peter’s m etaphor for this d yna m ic of ethic al 
prog ress toward  spiritual m aturity is “g rowth in 
g ra c e” (2 Pet. 3:18). Like every form  of g rowth and  
d evelopm ent, spiritual g rowth is a process. It is a 
process conting ent on the rec eption of and  response 
to the word  of God  (1 Pet. 2:2). 

O f course, neither the positional nor the vital 
aspects of sanctific ation are processes of 
d evelopm ent. The aorist tense, a g a in, spe aks of 
punctiliar or “snapshot” action, like the opening  a nd  
closing  of a c am era’s shud d er. But personal 
d evelopm ent toward  spiritual m aturity is 
prog ressive. It occurs in sta g es—“first the bla d e, 
then the e ar, then the full corn in the e ar.” 

Mark 8:22 record s the only m iracle the Lord  
Jesus ever perform e d  in sta g es. He never raised  the 
d e a d  in sta g es— here a little, and  there a little— b ut 
on this occ asion, our Lord  he ale d  a b lind  m an in 
sta g es. As such, this episod e from  Christ’s pub lic 
m inistry illustrates the principle of prog ressive 
sanctific ation. Like the blind  m an whose sig ht was 
g ra d ually restored , the b eliever’s und erstand ing  of 
the truth, a bility to control his attitud es, and  
consistency in d aily g od liness seld om  (if ever) rea ch 
full m aturity at once. A sig n re a d ing  “Und er 
Construction” m ig ht b e pla c e d  around  the b e liever’s 
neck, for there will always b e ethic al renovations 
ne e d e d  so long  as he lives in a fallen house of clay.  

Further, unlike the d e finitive phase of 
sanctific ation which is the uniform  experience of 
every one of God ’s elect people, practic al 
sanctific ation varies from  person to person. Thoug h 
every reg enerate person experiences a ra d ic al chang e 
in the new b irth, not every one prog resses to the 
sa m e point of spiritual m aturity. The d iscrepancy in 
spiritual d evelopm ent is d ue, at le ast in part, to the 
extent to which one person m akes use of the m e ans 



God  has provid e d  for g rowth, while another m ay 
ne g le ct those sa m e m e a ns. 

Every d ay, the b eliever m ust m ake a conscious 
effort to m ortify the flesh and  consecrate him self 
anew to Christ (Lk. 9:23).  His m ind  ne e d s ong oing  
renewal b y God ’s word  (Rom . 12:2; cf. Eph. 4:23 – 
note that the im perative “b e renewed ” m e ans, 
literally, “ke ep on b eing  renewed ”). Every d ay, he  
m ust willing ly sub ject every aspect of his life to the 
scrutiny of God ’s word , repenting  of his sins, and  
com m itting  him self a fresh to the stand ard  of 
holiness personifie d  in the life of the Lord  Jesus 
Christ. 

Accord ing  to Ephesians 4:22-24, practic al 
sanctific ation, in g eneral term s, is a m atter of 
“putting  off concerning  the form er conversation [i.e. 
lifestyle; cond uct] the old  m an” and  “putting  on the 
new m an”. Verses 25-32, then, serve to m ake specific 
applic ation of that g eneral principle. 

First, the old  way of talking  m ust b e crucifie d  
and  slain, i.e. “put away lying ”, and  a new ha b it of 
spee ch d evelope d  in its pla c e, i.e. “spe ak every m an 
truth” (vs. 25, 29). N ext, old  attitud es m ust b e 
repla c e d  b y new and  g od ly attitud es. Sinful ang er, 
b itter resentm ents, and  m alicious ill-will toward  
others m ust b e sub d ue d  and  supplante d  b y 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

kind ness, g ood will, tend erhe arted ness, and  a 
forg iving  spirit (vs. 26, 31, 32). Also, the old  lifestyle 
of d ishonesty and  theft m ust b e m ortifie d  and  a new 
ethic of honest la b or and  self-sacrificing  love to 
others d evelope d  in its pla c e (v. 28).  

This “put off/put on” d yna m ic is not a “once for 
all” event. It is a constant and  ong oing  process. As 
tim e passes, g rowth and  prog ress should  b e evid ent 
in one’s a bility to quickly recog nize sin and  to live 
like Jesus lived  with g re ater consistency; 
nevertheless, when the end  is attaine d , I suspect 
there will b e oc c asion to say, “There is yet m uch 
m ore land  to b e possessed .”  

Ind e e d , God  c alls us to holiness—“to b e saints”. 
Thoug h the challeng e to attain that hig h m ark is the 
ultim ate priority of the child  of God , it m ust never b e 
the g round  of his com fort and  hope, for his prog ress 
will always b e m arg inal at b est. His com fort and  
assurance d erives inste a d  from  the knowle d g e that 
Christ has alre a d y sanctifie d  his people, onc e and  for 
all, by His d e ath. That truth will prove to b e a solid  
b e d rock in life and  in d e ath. 
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