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WHAT MORTIFICATION IS
(James 1:1-15)

TEXT:

SUBJECT:  The mortification of sin.
F.C.F.:  What does it mean to mortify of sin?
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:


A.  I don’t know about you, but last Sunday night’s message disturbed me.  I can say that without blowing my own horn because these messages are really part of a Bible study that was prepared by another, the Puritan theologian, John Owen, about 350 years ago.  Owen’s pointed analysis of the deceitfulness of sin was frightening because he exposed as fraudulent much of what passes for Christian spirituality today.  Remember that we said that mortification is not PERFECTION, for no Christian can achieve perfection in this life.  But neither is it PRETENDING, obviously, for this only adds the terrible sin of hypocrisy to one’s debt before a holy God, and pretending does nothing to curb the wickedness within.  


And mortification, putting sin to death is not POLISH, and here’s where we start exposing the deceitfulness of present-day spirituality.  Polish and refinement, civility, courtesy, good manners, politeness can be easily wallpapered over a sinful life, so one makes the best of natural abilities.  But placing a lace doily over a cow pie doesn’t make it smell any better because what’s underneath is still the same stuff.  Mortification is not the PERMUTATION of sin, exchanging one for another.  If public sin is merely forced underground but not killed, it will erupt somewhere in private.  That’s what we apparently have in our own area:  lots of churchgoing and lots of domestic violence at the same time.  So you can see that this kind of counterfeit mortification is alive and well here.  

And finally we said that mortification is not merely PASSING IMPROVEMENTS, as when we may get caught in some sin and in our shame vow to make amends, or when we may be under some severe affliction and promise to walk the straight and narrow in the future.  Such merely natural efforts are always short-lived and do nothing to genuinely mortify or put sin to death.  


B.  So if that is what mortification is NOT, what is it? And John Owen takes this up next in his study of the Bible’s teaching on killing sin.  What does it mean to put sin to death?  Owen argues that there are three aspects to the mortification of sin:  

I.  DISARMING SIN. 

II. DISPUTING SIN.
III. DEFEATING SIN.  

I. DISARMING SIN.  

A.  John Owen writes that the first part of mortifying sin is “an habitual weakening of it.” (63)  If killing sin is true spiritual warfare, then it is in our best interest, of course, to have our enemy as weak as possible.  How successful we would be if our foe simply lay down on battle line, too wounded and feeble even to raise a weapon against us.  So the first part of killing sin is weakening, deadening, disarming sin.  


B.  Every strong sinful desire that rises within us is a wicked and twisted habit or tendency inclining or powerfully influencing the heart toward sin.  Due to our fallen nature, our hearts are not neutral, not on a level playing field, but rather our hearts are perched on the side of a steep mountain, at the bottom of which is evil.  Every little tremor sets the heart to sliding more and more toward this evil.  We are born, hard wired with this inclination to do wrong, and, left to nature, we will gravitate more and more toward evil.  Genesis 6:5 describes a person who is utterly unmortified, in whom all these sinful desires have free reign:  “every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.”  


So in the sinner a specific sinful desire constantly pushes the heart, the control center of the life, toward that specific sin:  greed, impurity, laziness, deceit, rebellion, bitterness, hatred, and so forth.  Why isn’t a sinner usually totally sold out to one sin or another? It’s because he is slave to so many sinful desires which are constantly crying out for satisfaction, and he is continually running to keep now one, now another sinful craving happy and content.  And at the center of it all is the satisfaction of self.  


C.  This sinful desire which needs to be killed is, according to Owen, a “strong, deeply-rooted, habitual inclination and bent of the will and affections unto some actual sin.” (64)  This sinful craving is constantly stirring up the imagination, fantasies, plans, and schemes for fulfilling it.  This is “the mind set on the flesh” which leads to death according to Romans 8:6.  It is “making provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires” according to Romans 13:14.  
 
We have other kinds of habits that are not necessarily sinful, not necessarily inclining the heart toward evil.  We are creatures of habit, having certain aspects of our personality and proclivities which incline us in a certain way.  We may have a habit of being late, or a habit of being on time.  We may be tidy or messy, habitually cheerful or glum, tough or tender, assertive or compliant.  But these depraved and sinful habits are different in many respects, chiefly in that they are very strong and seek to drive us forward with violence and compulsion.  


These sinful desires or cravings or habits are, according to 1 Peter 2:11 “passions of the flesh which wage war against your soul.”  And, according to Romans 7:23, they seek to make us “captive to the law of sin that dwells in (our) members.”  To “wage war” and “make captive” are actions of great violence and emotional energy.  


So, to mortify sin is first of all to disarm it, to weaken and deaden it.  It is to take the steam out of it, to pull the legs from under it, to drain the life out of it.  It is to take these powerful, sinful passions, desires, cravings, and habits, and render them weak and ineffective.  Owen writes:  “Now the first thing in mortification is the weakening of this habit of sin or lust, so that it shall not, with that violence, earnestness, [and] frequency, rise up, conceive, tumultuate, provoke, entice, disquiet, as naturally it is apt to do.”  

D.  Do all such sinful desires or cravings equally incline the heart and impel it to sin? This is certainly the aim of every sinful passion.  And every sinful passion left unmortified will lead us to sin.  But we must be especially cautious in two respects.  


The first is that some situations may work to give strength and vigor to these sinful cravings.  Or certain, natural habits or weaknesses might likewise create a susceptibility to one or another of these sinful cravings.  What do I mean? Well, constantly leering over advertisements for expensive luxuries will only stoke the fires of greed.  Or watching lots of violence and cruelty on television will heighten a sense of outrage at insults and create a thirst for personal vengeance.  Or dabbling in pornography will give wings to impurity.  And gazing into the mirror at length will awaken and embolden vanity and pride.  

Or we might say that certain people may have a natural constitution that fuels one or another of these sinful passions.  A person who grew up in poverty might be susceptible to the wooings of covetousness.  A man who is naturally excitable may unwittingly become a partner to unjust anger.  A woman who has been put down frequently by others might relish the cruelty of gossip.  In each of these cases, a sinful desire has found a suitable foot in the door and can easily dominate the life.  One man may love impurity, but have little anger.  Another woman might display no proclivity for greed, but may be filled with spite.  


Satan has had much practice in temptation. He is able to discern weakness and apply the precise enticement that will enflame the sinful passion and overcome the life.  The story is told of a monk in the wilderness, seemingly impervious to every temptation to greed, lust, bitterness, and the like.  Satan came and whispered in his ear, “Your brother just made bishop.”  And the holy monk was consumed with jealousy.  

And secondly we should also note that some sinful cravings are much stronger than others in their power to consume and overwhelm.  For example, the Apostle Paul distinguishes between lustful impurity and all other sins in 1 Corinthians 6:18:  “Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body.”  Sexual impurity, though perhaps not the worst sin, is more powerful and violent in its demanding satisfaction than other sins.  

For this reason, some may think themselves to be quite spiritual and sanctified, when, in fact, they are prone to the more quiet and hidden sins.  They may naturally possess a more sedate or retiring personality, and are not strongly affected by the more obvious passions.  Yet their sin is just as deep and their bondage to sin is just as strong.  Someone may mistake a more mild-mannered personality for Christian maturity, when the mild-mannered man might simply be a coward, enslaved to the fear of men. 

So the first principle of mortification is the weakening of this sinful habit, deadening sin, that one may live to God, quieting its clamoring, draining the life out of its disturbing power.  


In fact, the biblical image given for weakening sin paints a remarkable picture of what it will be like for us.  Galatians 5:24 describes this weakening and deadening as crucifying “the flesh with its passions and desires.”  Consider what takes place in a crucifixion.  The person is nailed, pinned down, where he could hardly wiggle.  And then, slowly, the blood and spirit drain out of him.  Owen describes it:  “As a man nailed to the cross first struggles and strives, and cries out with great strength and might, but as his blood and spirits waste, his strivings are but faint and seldom, his cries low and hoarse, scarce to be heard: so, when a man first sets on a lust or distemper to deal with it, it struggles with great violence to break loose, it cries with great earnestness and impatience to be satisfied and relieved; but when, by mortification, the blood and spirits of it are let out, it moves seldom and faintly, cries sparingly, and is scarce heard in the heart: it may have sometimes a dying pang, that makes an appearance of great vigour and strength, but it is quickly over, especially if it be kept from considerable success.” (67)   


This is to attack sin at its root.  One may cut down a thistle a hundred times, and it grows back broader and more lively every time, flowering and spreading its evil seed more and more.  That’s because you have done nothing at all to weaken it at its source.  And this is what is required, so that when it does show its head again (for sin cannot be truly killed in this life), it is small and spindly and fruitless, and with one step is crushed back into the ground.    
CONCLUSION


And we must begin immediately, crushing, draining, sapping the life out of these sinful habits and inclinations, so that we will not be ruled by them.  

C.S. Lewis—The Great Divorce, p. 98 ff
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