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ONLY BELIEVERS CAN MORTIFY SIN
(Romans 8:1-11)

TEXT:

SUBJECT:  The mortification of sin.
F.C.F.:  Who is able to put sin to death?
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:


A.  It’s hard to decide whether the sin of presumption is more common or more frightening in our day.  The sin of presumption simply assumes that all is “well with my soul” but has a faulty basis for that assumption.  Some time ago I was sharing the gospel with a couple.  When I asked if they were sure they were on their way to heaven, their reply was a bit of shock:  “Of course!” as if to say, “Why would you ask the question? Isn’t everybody?”  But then I explained the Gospel to them, and most of it appeared to be new information to them.  What was happening, of course, was that they were presuming that they were believers, and their presumption had insulated them from conviction of sin, the terror of judgment, and true faith in Jesus Christ.  And I have met this presumption frequently.  So I wonder whether it is more frightening than it is common.  Sadly, both of these are true today.  


B.  And this speaks right to our point in our study of the subject of the mortification of sin.  We are almost to the practical technique, the how to do it part of our study.  But before we get to that there are two preliminary matters which we must consider first.  If we miss these, then all the principles and practical methods in the world will be utterly useless.  These two concerns are immediate deal breakers, and if we miss these we can expect no success whatsoever in mortifying even one sin.  


These first two preliminary principles, which we will consider this week and next, are:

1.  Only a believer can mortify sin.

2.  Unless we sincerely aim at killing every sin, no sin will be mortified.  It is all or nothing.   


C.  So let’s consider the first concern first:  Only a believer can mortify sin.  Unbelievers are entirely unskilled, unequipped, and incompetent to kill sin.  This is one of the reasons why presumption is so frightening.  Many people merely, mistakenly assume they are believers when they are not.  And from that disadvantaged position of spiritual blindness, self-deception, and impotence, they are worse than helpless.  

I. UNBELIEVERS MAY DO SOMETHING LIKE IT, BUT NO TRUE MORTIFICATION.


A.  Only believers can mortify sin.  Now notice that a person need not necessarily KNOW that he is a believer.  One need not have a rock solid assurance of salvation.  People guilty of the sin of presumption may have assurance like the couple I met some time ago, but they are spiritually dead and have no hope of conquering sin.  Many sincere believers may suffer from lack of assurance, yet they are fully equipped to put sin to death.  

B.  We should note that unbelievers may do something that looks like mortification, but they are incapable of accomplishing the genuine work.  They may set themselves with great energy to acts of self improvement, and may accomplish that which makes them look pretty good.  They may lose weight, improve their appearance, hide a bad temper, curb their cussing, adopt polite and sophisticated social graces, learn techniques of active listening so that they appear to be interested in others, attain a pious vocabulary of religious words and phrases, and even improve their posture.  But this does nothing at all to destroy the sinful cravings which rage in their hearts.  


What this will lead to in unbelievers is a state of self-righteousness in which their present condition is worse than their former.  It will lead to cleaning up their act by self-effort, and the result may be that they fool themselves into thinking that this is what God requires of them.  So the concern about their sin which was intended to lead them to Christ gets side-tracked by their filthy-rag-good-works, and they are in worse shape than when they started.  


C.  Only believers have any hope of mortifying sin.  At the very beginning of our study we considered Romans 8:13:  “13  For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”
The “you” to whom this is commanded is “those who are in Christ Jesus” (vs. 1), those who have been “set free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death,” (vs. 2), and in whom “the Spirit of God dwells” (vs. 9).  It is only through the new birth that we have the renewed mind and renewed heart that truly desire the mortification of sin, and it is only through the indwelling Holy Spirit that we have the power to achieve the mortification of sin.  Unbelievers possess neither, and so this is only the work of believers.
II. THE FIRST DUTY IS NOT MORTIFICATION BUT CONVERSION.


If a person is not equipped for a certain work to which he is charged, then his first work is to become equipped.  Owen gives several reasons why the non-Christian’s first work is not mortification, but conversion.  


A.  For example, we have just seen that there is no mortification without the indwelling Holy Spirit.  But the unbeliever does not have the Holy Spirit.  Owen writes:  “How shall he, then, mortify sin, who hath not the Spirit? A man may easier see without eyes, speak without a tongue, than truly mortify one sin without the Spirit.”  And Owen then points out that the Spirit is only received through conversion, repentance from sin and faith in Christ.  


B.  He also warns once again against the terrible side effect of an unconverted person seeking to mortify sin.  He may become alarmed at his sin, may come under the conviction of the Holy Spirit for his sin, and so may seek ways to overcome sin, and so to soothe his conscience.  But he labors in vain.  He is like a woodworker who does his trade in the midst of a fire, and his work is burned up before he can make any headway.  


The Spirit’s work, we are told, is like refinement and washing.  So we read in Malachi 3:2-3:  “2  But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap. 3  He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, and they will bring offerings in righteousness to the LORD.”  Have you ever tried to wash a dirt clod? The Spirit’s work is like washing, but first there must be something under the dirt that is not dirt, or the washing will consume it all away.  Or the Spirit’s work is like refining silver in the blast furnace, burning away the dross.  Owen notes:  “Men may refine brass and iron long enough before they will get good silver.”  Before conversion to Christ, the washing and refining of mortification is useless, because there’s nothing real inside to wash or refine.  


C.  So conversion, repentance and faith in Christ, passing from death to life, this is the real work of the non-Christian.  It’s silly to build a house with no foundation, especially when what you build in one day always falls down overnight.  Yet this is precisely what happens when unbelievers make these attempts at self-improvement.  

When the Jews were “cut to the heart” coming under conviction at the preaching of Peter on the day of Pentecost, they cried out, “What shall we do?”  You will notice that Peter did not counsel mortification, but conversion.  He did not say that they should try to put away their pride, or lust, or greed, or hatred, but that they should first come to Christ.  Jesus said, “Are grapes gathered from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? 17 So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree bears bad fruit.”  (Matthew 7:16-17)  Unbelievers are diseased trees that can only bear bad fruit.  We must expect nothing else from them.  


In fact…

III. SERIOUS PROBLEMS ARISE WHEN UNBELIEVERS ATTEMPT MORTIFICATION.
  

A.  The error of urging mortification on unbelievers who are unequipped to produce it creates significant problems.  For one thing, the mind and soul are taken up in that which is not its proper business, so the sinner neglects that which is his business.  The conviction of sin by the Holy Spirit is intended to cause the sinner to come to grips with the impossibility of self-salvation.  One day a rich young man came to Jesus and asked him what he must do to inherit eternal life.  Jesus asked him what answer his religion gave to this question.  The young man cited several of the Ten Commandments.  Jesus agreed that if he could keep these commandments he would inherit eternal life as a reward.  And incredibly the young man claimed that he had kept all of these commands since birth. 


Our Lord Jesus perceived that this man did not know the terror of the holiness of God nor the perfection that God demanded from all people.  So Jesus raised the bar up where it should be and revealed to this man the standard required by the law.  Jesus said he should sell all he had and give it to the poor, and then come follow Jesus.  And the man went away sadly.  


The problem was that this smug and self-righteous young man had set himself to the wrong business, mortification, when he should have been seeking conversion in Christ.  What often happens is that the sinner gets himself so busy in mortification that he never gets to Christ, the real hope and cure for sin.


This is one of the terrible dangers of going to the wrong kind of counselor.  Most counselors want to be successful, which means that they want to alleviate your symptoms.  You feel bad about yourself, so they want to help you feel better about yourself.  This rich young man came to Jesus, the Wonderful Counselor, and confessed that he felt bad about himself.  He did not think he possessed eternal life.  And Jesus’ counsel was not intended to help him feel better about himself, but worse!  In fact, the text specifically states that the rich young man went away SAD.  But most counselors today gauge success by helping you feel better.  So here comes someone under the heavy conviction of the Holy Spirit (which is the beginning of the cure).  And many counselors would seek to help them to overcome the conviction of the Holy Spirit.  They may even prescribe some medication that would relieve the patient’s anxiety and help them triumph over the Holy Spirit’s conviction of sin!  And this counselor would think he or she is doing the Lord’s work, when in fact they are in league with the devil, helping to deliver soul after soul safely and calmly into everlasting judgment.  There will be no valium on the judgment day, and there will be no pain killers in the lake of fire.  

B.  The duty of mortification is a good thing for believers, but when unbelievers attempt it, it is folly and loss.  A troubled conscience that should flee for its healing to the atoning work of Christ may be gagged and silenced by self-effort.  And sinners may fall into the delusion of presumption that as long as they are doing some good work, they have appeased the wrath of God.  


But even worse, long-term fruitless attempts at mortification by believers may lead them to utter despair and the hardening of unbelief thinking that nothing can possibly help them, and so leading them to utter irreligion.  It is interesting to note the number of deeply wicked and ruthless people who first sought answers in religion.  Joseph Stalin, one of the masterminds behind the atheistic Soviet Union and the systematic extermination of 20 million people in the Ukraine first studied to be a Russian Orthodox priest, for example. 

So it is a serious error when unbelievers attempt mortification.  It deludes them, it hardens them, and ultimately destroys them.  The end result is the most vile, desperate, hardened sinner.  Owen writes:  “To kill sin is the work of living men; where men are dead as are all unbelievers (even the best of them), sin is alive, and will live.” (p. 81) 


And this leads to a very practical concern.  How are we best to minister to unbelieving friends, co-workers, fellow students, and neighbors?  And how are we to minister to the children and youth growing up in the church and home?  


The first duty of unbelievers is conversion, not mortification.  Unbelievers are unequipped to overcome sin.  What if those unbelievers are our fellow citizens in our communities?  If we do not confront their sin, then in the long run we will experience the steady decline of our society.  But if we do confront their sin, then we run the risk of calling them to do the impossible:  mortification before conversion.  The same is true of the children in our home and church.  If we do not set limits and rules, and require their compliance and discipline their violation, then we will turn the home into a chaos and the church into anarchy.  And yet if we do that, don’t we run the risk of requiring mortification from the unregenerate?  

<How would you answer this question?>

1.  We have a duty to seek righteousness and to call for righteousness.  Especially in the home, fathers are commanded to raise their children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.  The fitness of elders to serve the church is partly based on their ability to govern their homes:  1 Timothy 3:4-5:  “4  He must manage his own household well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive, 5  for if someone does not know how to manage his own household, how will he care for God’s church?”  So God calls us to teach his law and call for obedience, even when people cannot provide it.  


2.  God’s Holy Spirit does restrain people through the law, even though he may not convert them.  This is a goodness and blessing we must recognize and be grateful for.  

3.  We must remember the purpose for which God gave the Law.  It is first to order society, second to lead us to conviction and our need for Christ, and third, to instruct believers in the way of obedience.  So with the Law, we must also give the Gospel.  There is nothing incompatible with condemning sin and calling for repentance on the one hand, and proclaiming Christ and calling for faith in him on the other.  In fact, these are complimentary, not competing works. 
(
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