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WHAT MORTIFICATION IS NOT
(Psalm 78)

TEXT:

SUBJECT:  The mortification of sin.
F.C.F.:  What is not the mortification of sin?
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Finally I got the question I was waiting for.  We are taking an in-depth look at this utterly neglected subject of putting sin to death in our everyday lives, the mortification of sin.  And last Sunday night after our study, someone asked me the question that I thought would come much sooner.  The question was, “How?”  “How do we put sin to death?”  “I’m now convinced that this is necessary, but how do we go about killing off sin?”  


B.  The English Puritans like John Owen were very concerned about motives.  They understood that it was not enough just to do the right thing.  First of all, it was most important to get your heart right.  Then you will do what God calls you to do, but you will also persevere in it as well, because you have lasting motivation to persevere.  American Christians falter and are hindered by our lack of concern for motive.  Americans are enamored with technique.  “Just give me the steps, the principles, the practical, pragmatic, how-to knowledge, what works:  just tell me what to do.”  And the most common result of this is that we are given all this technique, but we don’t do it.  We may give it a try, but it is usually short-lived because we have no abiding heart-desire or motive for obedience and holiness.  

So in our study of the mortification of sin, Owen’s first concern has not been to tell us “how-to.”  He first wants us to become convinced, to get to the point where we desire mortification so deeply that we will actually follow through in our practice for the long haul.  A few, half-hearted attempts are wholly inadequate.  The sin principle is just too deep and too strong for us.  So we have been spending all of our time up to this point laying the groundwork, trying to open our hearts to God and prepare the proper motivation.  I know that it is starting to work because of the question I received:  “How?”


C.  We’re not going to answer that question, not yet.  First, we are going to display true mortification by contrasting it with what it is not.  This will also answer Fred’s question from a couple of weeks ago:  “What are we to make of it when non-Christians seem to act more ‘Christian’ than Christians?”


So let’s get right to it and 

I. MORTIFICATION IS NOT PERFECTION.


A.  The first thing we must insist that mortification of sin is not is that it is not perfection.  To put sin to death does not mean its complete eradication, for this is not possible in this life.  This is certainly our aim, and we must settle for nothing less.  Yet, at the same time we know that we will never utterly succeed at its complete destruction as long as we are in this life.  


We would do well to consult the Apostle Paul on this very matter.  Few would claim to have advanced beyond the Apostle in consecration and holiness, yet look at what he confesses in Philippians 3:12-14:  “12  Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13  Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14  I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”

B.  Paul, nearing the end of his life, literally in chains for his faith in Jesus, yet freely admits that he has not attained to perfection.  Yet, even though he knows he has not and cannot attain it, he nonetheless aspires to it and presses on toward it.  Now isn’t that just what we have said?  So mortification, putting sin to death, which is every believer’s business and duty, does not mean that we will attain the complete killing of sin this side of heaven.  

C.  This very point is considered by the Heidelberg Catechism.  


Q. 114.  But can those who are converted to God keep these commandments perfectly?  


A. No, for even the holiest of them make only a small beginning in obedience in this life.  Nevertheless, they begin with serious purpose to conform not only to some, but to all the commandments of God.  

Q. 115.  Why, then, does God have the ten commandments preached so strictly since no one can keep them in this life?  


A. First, that all our life long we may become increasingly aware of our sinfulness, and therefore more eagerly seek forgiveness of sins and righteousness in Christ.  Second, that we may constantly and diligently pray to God for the grace of the Holy Spirit, so that more and more we may be renewed in the image of God, until we attain the goal of full perfection after this life.  


So mortification is not perfection.  And…
II. MORTIFICATION IS NOT PRETENDING.


A.  We need say little on this point, I think.  Outwardly pretending to be holy and righteous while sin rages unchecked beneath the surface is by no means putting sin to death.  It is merely an appearance without the inward reality which is everywhere condemned in Scripture.  


B.  John Owen states it bluntly:  “When a man on some outward respects, forsakes the practice of any sin, men perhaps may look upon him as a changed man; God knows that to his former iniquity he hath added cursed hypocrisy, and is gone into a safer path to hell than he was in before.  He hath got another heart than he had, that is more cunning:  not a new heart that is more holy.”  (57)  So hypocrisy is not a putting to death of sin, but, in truth, a whole new outbreak of sin.  


Mortification is not perfection, nor pretending, 

III. MORTIFICATION IS NOT POLISH.


A.  And here’s where we approach an answer to the question posed a couple of weeks ago.  What are we to make of it when people who profess no faith in Christ act more “Christian” that those who are genuine believers; even more “Christian” than us? In answer, we should note that polish is not the same as holiness.  Some people may have a natural temperament that is genial, that is affable and good-natured.  It may be that breeding and upbringing has instilled a measure of purely natural politeness and courtesy.  Unbelievers may, perhaps, appear to be quite civil.  They may say, “Please” and “Thank-you,” “Yes, sir” and “No, ma’am.”  

I recall a somewhat average young man who went off to boot camp.  He came back a new person, standing straight and tall, confident, respectful, very polite and well-mannered.  Such is the result of intensive training, all perfectly natural, yet having no effect whatsoever on curbing the sinful impulse.  It has simply afforded a measure of improvement of the natural abilities that were already present.  John Owen notes: “Let, now, these men cultivate and improve their natural frame and temper by discipline, consideration and prudence, and they may seem to themselves and others very mortified men, when perhaps their hearts are a standing sink (or cesspool) of all abominations.” (58)  As the prophet Jeremiah noted:  “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?”  (17:9) And our Lord Jesus Christ agreed:  “21  For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22  coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness.” (Mark 7:21-22)  Something much greater than polish is needed destroy these.  

B.  Some secular writers were also good students of human nature.  Joseph Conrad wrote the dark novel, Heart of Darkness, in which the prim and proper Kurtz is overwhelmed by isolation and greed and sets himself up as the cruel and bloodthirsty dictator, exercising unthinkable cruelty in the Congo.  William Golding in his novel, The Lord of the Flies described a group of civilized, British schoolboys marooned on a desert island without adult guidance.  They quickly reverted to savagery, brutality, and murder for entertainment and sport.  


C.  What these writers and others have instinctively known is that the sinful heart cannot long be contained without a strict structure of social punishments and rewards.  So civility, breeding, politeness, and polish can do nothing to put the sin principle to death  

Mortification is not perfection, pretending, polish, and 
IV. MORTIFICATION IS NOT PERMUTATION.


A.  It is not diverting or substituting one sinful impulse or practice for another.  John Owen points to the example of Simon Magus from Acts 8.  Simon had left the sin of sorcery for a time when it was inconvenient.  Yet the greed and pride that prompted it was never properly rooted out.  So Peter said to him, “I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and in the bond of iniquity.” (8:23)  His sin of sorcery was diverted for a time, but his greed and covetousness raged on unchecked, as powerful as ever, and expressed itself in a different way.  

B.  And this may help to explain the serious oddity that characterizes our own area of Sioux County.  I have noted before this Sioux County syndrome.  At the same time, our county has the double distinction in the state of the highest per capita church attendance and the highest per capita domestic violence.  Please understand that at least some of these are people in both groups.  It is not that we have one group in our county that goes to church often and another group that engages in domestic violence.  Because of the relative percentages some people must be BOTH going to church regularly and engaging in domestic violence.  


What is happening, it seems, is that for some at least, the great societal pressure to appear decent, upright, and churched, causes some to curb their sinful desire to do otherwise.  But this sin is not mortified but only comes to life in other areas.  So if public sin and rudeness is not permissible, so it goes private, underground, behind closed doors.    


C.  Now please understand that what is needed is not more honesty, as though it would somehow be better if we could go ahead and sin publicly.  What is needed is true conversion to Christ, true mortification of sin, and true growth in grace.  And this is apparently not happening.  So mortification of sin is not perfection, not pretending, not polish, not the permutation of trading one sin for another sin, and 
V.  MORTIFICATION IS NOT PASSING IMPROVEMENTS.  


A.  And here’s where a godly teacher like Owen, steeped in the Scriptures, knows all of the ins and outs of sin, where it may hide, the various ways it may deceive.  “Occasional conquests of sin do not amount to mortifying it.” (59)  In fact, Owen point to two situations in which it may seem that a man has mortified it when he has not.  


B.  In one instance, a particular sin may break out in public and may bring shame and embarrassment.  Impurity may overcome a man and he is caught in adultery or promiscuity.  Or greed may overcome a woman, and she is caught stealing or embezzling.  Or unjust anger may so overcome a man that he commits assault.  


And the person may be overcome with grief.  He cannot believe he has let himself go into this disgrace.  He may make solemn promises to God to amend his ways.  He rises up with all of his natural resolve to make a clean break and walk with the angels.  And, in the face of this powerful, emotional, but completely natural onslaught, sin retreats for a time, resting and recovering its strength, waiting for another time to strike.  Owen likens it to an enemy who creeps up on the guard at night and slays a few of its good soldiers.  The army blows the trumpet, doubles the guard, searches for the enemy, which merely hides until the upheaval subsides and then strikes again.  “So it is in a person, when a breach hath been made by his lust upon his conscience, quiet, carefulness, indignation, desire, fear, revenge, are all set at work about it and against it, and lust is quiet for a season, being run down before them:  but when the hurry is over, and the inquest past, the thief appears again alive, and is as busy as ever at his work.” (60).  


C.  The other situation in which a person may muster up great natural resolve to overcome sin is in time of distress, danger, grief, or affliction.  The person may then conclude that the only way to peace with God and safety in the trial is through the relinquishment of some cherished sin.  


This is often seen in “foxhole conversions” or “prison-house conversions.”  It is helpful to work with prisoners as I have occasion to do.  Some seem quite penitent, yet their new-found piety may begin to fade as their sentence nears completion.  How many during wartime promised a new devotion or to forsake this or that sin, that is until the battle was over and the storm had passed? How many become virtuous in the throes of disease or just before some serious surgery, only to revert to their old habits when their strength is recovered?  

C.  Psalm 78 recalls this very pattern found in the people of God in the wilderness under Moses.  They grumbled, strayed, and rebelled, and God sent them trial after trial.  “32  In spite of all this, they still sinned;  despite his wonders, they did not believe. 33  So he made their days vanish like a breath,  and their years in terror. 34  When he killed them, they sought him;  they repented and sought God earnestly. 35  They remembered that God was their rock,  the Most High God their redeemer. 36  But they flattered him with their mouths;  they lied to him with their tongues. 37  Their heart was not steadfast toward him;  they were not faithful to his covenant.”  

 
Perhaps, when they were repenting and seeking God, they imagined themselves very sober and sincere.  Yet their true nature was revealed when they broke covenant with him once again.  
CONCLUSION


So the mortification of sin is not perfection, not pretending, not polish, not the permutation or diversion of it, and not some passing improvements.  Owen concludes, “These and many other ways there are whereby poor souls deceive themselves, and suppose they have mortified their lusts, when they live and are mighty, and on every occasion break forth to their disturbance and disquietness.” (62)


So if this is what mortification is NOT, then what is it?  And how do we go about putting sin to death?  We will come to that soon.  

There’s an old story of a young man who came to the wise teacher asking for knowledge.  The teacher took him to a river and together they walked out into the water until it was waist deep.  The teacher grabbed the young man and held him underwater as the man struggled and fought.  When he relaxed, almost drowned, the teacher raised him up, dragged him to shore and revived him.  


When the young man complained, the teacher asked him, “When you were under water, what did you want more than anything?”  The man replied, “Air!”  And the teacher said, “When you want knowledge as badly as you wanted air, then come and see me.”  


The Puritans were not about to supply answers until we were asking the questions.  So they sought to prepare the heart, to raise us to hungering and thirsting for holiness, until we become desperate.  And in our desperation, we will seek the holiness that only Christ can give.  
____________________________________________________________________________________________


