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Understanding Progressive Sanctification 

By Mark Adcock 

As I write this, I have had the wonderful privilege of being a Christian for 41 years. I came to Christ, as I 

mentioned earlier, at the age of ten. I wish I could tell you that from the very beginning, I was fully 

devoted and “sold out” to God. But that would not be true. Part of the reason it has taken me so long to 

grow in Christ is because of my lack of understanding. Some of this, especially early in my walk, was not 

anyone’s fault. It is simply hard to be a mature believer and have a deep knowledge of God without 

years of experience. But one of the great regrets of my life is that I never really pursued a deeper 

understanding of God until I was in my forties. I had received and answered God’s call to vocational 

ministry and had been to school to get a degree in Religion, but I had never truly connected the dots in 

such a way that I understood what it meant to be what James calls a bondservant of God. At the heart of 

my struggle was a shallow understanding of sanctification. 

 

Sanctification by definition is to be set a part for God. It means to experience a change of life so that 

God can use you for His purposes. Being sanctified, in my opinion, is becoming the living sacrifice which 

Paul speaks of in Romans 12:1 when he writes, “1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of 

God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 

worship.” For much of my Christian life, I have not been a living sacrifice. One of my greatest concerns 

today in the church is that we are not becoming the people of God that we are called to become. We 

quickly make excuses for our imperfections and quickly proclaim that being holy is not something that 

can be attained in this life. Some will excuse their ungodly acts saying, “I can’t be expected to be perfect, 

because I have a sinful nature.” While there is certainly an element of truth in this statement, God is 

more than able to change us. If we consecrate ourselves and grant him invitation, He will in His time 

accomplish a great work that makes us look more and more like His Son. 

 

For the past several years, I have attempted to teach a deeper understanding of sanctification. I do not 

claim to understand this doctrine in an exhaustive way. I believe there is still great mystery in the way 

that God shapes and changes us over time to look more like Christ. The following page has a diagram 

that I have developed to try to challenge myself and others to think deeply about this subject. As you 

study it, may God draw you deeper into relationship with Him. 
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Understanding the Progressive Sanctification Chart 

 

Note #1- Baseline of humanity- When we begin to think about our lives in relationship to God, we must 

have a good understanding of what took place in Genesis chapter 3 and how it affects our lives. When 

Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden, that sin affected all human beings who would ever walk 

this earth. In Romans 5:12 we read, “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and 

death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned…” We must begin this journey for 

truth by understanding that we are all a part of a fallen world. Sin has affected all of us.  

 

Often I find in the culture of our day, people want to paint themselves as “good.”  Our world is 

overwhelmed with the concept of self-esteem. We want people to feel good about themselves, 

regardless of  how they act or how hard they work. “I am basically a good person.” Someone will say to 

me. And I want to take them to God’s Word and help them see that even from their conception forward, 

they were born with a sinful bent. Psalm 51:5 says, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my 

mother conceived me.” 

 

My greatest concern regarding this understanding of our depravity,  lies in where it leads us in regard to 

our spiritual condition before God. If we see ourselves as basically good, then we see no need for a 

Savior. We must come to see ourselves as spiritually bankrupt and needy. We cannot save ourselves. 

That is a work only Christ can accomplish. 

 

C.S. Lewis said “A recovery of the old sense of sin is essential to Christianity. Christ takes it for granted 

that men are bad. Until we really feel this assumption of His to be true, though we are part of the world 

he came to save, we are not part of the audience to whom His words are addressed.” Lewis went on to 

say, “No man knows how bad he is till he has tried very hard to be good.” 

 

Jeremiah 17:9 (ESV) 

9The heart is deceitful above all things, 

   and desperately sick; 

   who can understand it? 
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Note #2- The line of moral goodness- As you will notice from the diagram, just above the baseline of 

humanity is a parallel line that is labeled the line of moral goodness. While goodness is an attribute of 

God that is certainly to be pursued by all His children, moral goodness has become a human standard 

with no regard for what the Bible teaches. Goodness has become to many the objective of one’s life. It is 

the goal according to many. But in this use of the word goodness, we find a tremendous amount of 

relativism. What is considered by some to be good, to another is of no regard at all. Goodness requires a 

standard of measurement that must go beyond one’s opinion and belief system. The problem I see is 

that people base the standard of goodness on a human measuring stick. If I stand beside a person who is 

absolutely morally evil and compare myself to him, then I am thought to be good. But goodness that is 

based on the world’s definition of good falls short. Most people live on a rollercoaster between fallen 

man and moral goodness. Some are extremely depraved and seldom rise above wickedness. Others feel 

a strong pull to do good things, but the define what is good with their opinions and standards. Many a 

“good man” has been blinded by his self-pronounced goodness to the place where he sees no need for 

God. I challenge you to consider that moral goodness is not the goal of life. We must set our eyes on a 

higher goal and standard. 

 

Note #3- The goal is to be holy- The goal according to God’s Word is that we might become holy. By 

definition, holiness is to be like God…perfect. Perhaps your first reaction is like mine. It is impossible for 

me, or any other human for that matter, to attain perfection. I certainly understand this viewpoint. I am 

so far from being perfect that the thought of my own perfection is laughable. But I want to ask you to 

think deeper regarding this calling. In Leviticus 19:2, God tells Moses to “Speak to all the congregation of 

the people of Israel and say to them, ‘You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy.’” Now the 

question suddenly becomes, “Did God mean this literally?” If so, we must realize that God will never call 

us to an impossible task. If He has called us to be holy, then He must have a plan to bring this about in 

us.  

 

Some may say that this is simply and Old Testament teaching. But the concept of holiness is prevalent in 

both the Old and New Testaments. Peter took seriously the call to holiness and called every Christian to 

this standard when he wrote “…as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, 

16since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy.’” (1 Peter 1:15-16). It would be wrong of us to 

dismiss this calling as irrelevant today. As we move forward in this explanation of progressive 

sanctification, you will see God’s plan to achieve what through human eyes appears to be an impossible 

task.  

 

Note #4- Conversion- For those who have been saved, the threshold that ushers in the life of salvation is 

called conversion. Usually this experience takes place during a time of crisis. A person is spiritually 
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wandering aimlessly through life bouncing between the life of fallen man and the line of moral 

goodness. Suddenly there is thrust upon them a crisis of belief. Usually God brings this about as an act of 

prevenient grace. God often gets our attention be allowing circumstances that will force us to deal with 

the meaning of life. Jesus taught us that “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws 

him.” (John 6:44). 

 

When a person experiences God’s invitation to become a Christian by the wooing of the Holy Spirit, that 

person has a choice to make. If he or she makes the choice to believe and to confess, then they are 

“born again.” When you get to note #11, you will look more deeply about God’s work in saving us. But 

for now, let’s look at belief and confession. 

 

While this was briefly discussed earlier, because of its supreme importance, I want to review it again. In 

order to become a Christian, one must believe. Romans 10:9-13 states “…if you confess with your mouth 

that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For 

with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved. 11 For the 

Scripture says ‘Everyone who believes in him will not be put to shame.’ 12 For there is no distinction 

between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him. 13 

For ‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’” Please take a moment to remind 

yourself of the discussion and concern regarding easy believism found in lesson one from our study. 

 

While belief is one key to entering into a right relationship with God, there is also a need to deal with 

our sin problem before we can fully experience God’s presence in our lives. This is addressed by 

confession. To confess means to agree with God. We must agree with God that we have sinned against 

Him and ask for his forgiveness. The promise of God found in 1 John 1:9 is that “If we confess our sins, 

he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” When a person 

has responded to God’s invitation by believing in Him and confessing their sin and asking for forgiveness, 

one becomes a Christian. While this is simple, it is also amazingly profound. 

 

Note #5- A radical change of life – According to Scripture, when someone comes to Christ, they are a 

new creation. 2 Corinthians 5:17 says, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has 

passed away; behold, the new has come.” When a person comes to Christ the result should be a 

changed life. This changed life is not always evident instantly. However, growing in Christ is similar in 

some ways as growing from a baby to a toddler to a child and eventually an adult. Progress begins to 

show itself in time. A babe in Christ should start in spiritual infancy and grow. If there is never any 

growth, the person who claims to have been converted to Christ should begin to ask the hard question, 

“Was I sincere in my decision to live for Christ?” Paul calls us to examine ourselves to see if we are truly 
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in faith. (2 Corinthians 13:5). A life that shows no change is one that must be examined according to 

God’s Word. 

 

Another way of understanding this change is using the example of John 15 where Jesus said that he is 

the vine and his disciples are the branches. Jesus said that if a disciple will remain in him that he would 

remain in them as well and the result would be that they would bear much fruit. In verse 16 Jesus even 

qualifies this fruit by saying that it will be “fruit that will last.” A new convert will begin to grow and in a 

season or two, they will begin to display the fruits of righteousness in their lives. If there is no change, 

then one must prayerfully search the heart of God and ask why not. 

 

Note #6 – Flat-Line Christians – Let me begin by saying that it is not my place to pass judgment upon 

people who fall into this category. I am certainly not qualified to make any determination regarding 

where they will spend eternity. Flat-line Christian is a term that I have coined to describe a person who 

has professed belief in Jesus Christ and prayed a prayer asking for God’s forgiveness, but never grown 

and matured in their faith. They are people who have no visible fruit in their spiritual life. While many 

people come to Christ in a time of crisis, these people do not nurture the spark of faith that has drawn 

them into a relationship with God and therefore continue to live after conversion in much the same way 

they lived prior to conversion; between the depravity of the baseline of humanity and the line of moral 

goodness. These folks have a new title, Christian, but they do not display a new life. People in the world, 

and even some in the church, call these people hypocrites because they live as the world lives while 

claiming to be in grace. I will take this opportunity to caution against living in what has been called 

“cheap grace.” 

 

At this point I am reminded of several quotes from Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship. 

“Cheap grace has served as an inoculation or more accurately, a vaccination. We have gotten just 

enough of Jesus to prevent us from catching the real thing. As a result we begin to feel secure even in 

the midst of godless living. We become aware of our disobedience, and cheap grace provides us with a 

deceptive sense of strength…Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, communion without confession, 

baptism without church disciple, absolution without personal confession, preaching forgiveness without 

requiring repentance. In addition, it is characterized by belief without obedience, hearing without doing, 

and intellectual assent without life commitment…it is grace without the cross…grace without Jesus.”…” 

Flat-line Christians live in what Bonhoeffer would label as cheap grace. 

 

In contrast, Bonhoeffer calls us to a “costly grace.” “Costly grace is the grace of Christian discipleship. It 

is costly because it calls us to follow. It is costly because it costs our very lives. It is costly because it 

condemns sin. It is grace because when we are called to follow, the call is to follow Jesus. It is grace 
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because although it costs our life, it is also the source of the only true and complete life. And it is grace 

because, although it condemns the sin, it justifies the sinner.” 

 

Note #7 – The Road of Repentance – For many who have come to Christ, this is the missing step in their 

walk of faith. Scores of men and women have professed a belief in Jesus Christ and confessed their sins 

and asked God to forgive them of their sins. But repentance is often a foreign experience. The definition 

of repentance is to turn and go a new direction. In Peter’s first sermon recorded in Acts 2, he calls those 

who want to know Christ to “repent and be baptized” so that they may be saved. I personally love Acts 

3:19 which says, “Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of 

refreshing may come from the Lord…”  

 

I have been challenged by the teachings on repentance that were offered by the late Steven Neill, a 

Scottish missionary and bishop in the Anglican church who passed away in 1984. Neill had this to say 

regarding repentance: “We have to repent of our blindness, our lukewarmness, and our disobedience, 

and turn back to the central truth of Christ as Lord and Saviour; an ethical system will not save us here, 

nor a timid sentimentalism, nor an excited emotional return, nor a dilettante mysticism. We have to find 

that deep contrition which is the condition of His abiding. Repentance is not a mere feeling of sorrow or 

contrition for an act of wrongdoing. The regret I feel when I act impatiently or speak crossly is not 

repentance... repentance is contrition for what we are in our fundamental beings, that we are wrong in 

our deepest roots because our internal government is by Self and not by God. And it is an activity of the 

whole person. Unless I will to be different, the mind will not follow. True repentance brings an urge to 

be different, because of the sense of the incessant movement of what I am, forming, forming, forming 

what I shall be in the years to come.” Neill is right on target when he speaks of our “internal government 

of self.” Repentance is complex. It is far more than simply a new behavioral approach. It has its 

foundation in the heart. A repentant heart is a contrite heart. It is a heart that experiences godly sorrow 

over sin that leads to the pursuit of righteousness.  

 

We must also realize that repentance is not simply making better choices on our part, but rather it is 

always an act of God that brings us to the place of repentance. Romans 2:4 says “Or do you show 

contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads 

you toward repentance?” How thankful we should be that God is a God who is kind, tolerant and patient 

with us. And as we begin to understand His deep love for us, it will lead us to a broken, pliable heart that 

desires to honor and worship Him. 

 

Note #8 – Death – Many will say that it is impossible to become holy in this life. Jesus Christ was and is 

the only perfect one who has been seen in human form. Becoming perfect is God’s work in His people 
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and it is not done until we reach the end of this earthly life. In the moment that we complete our earthly 

life, God finishes his work and makes us like Jesus.  

 

Some will say that perfection does not come until Christ’s return when the dead in Christ shall rise. But 

Christ’s return is the moment glorification; that is the moment we receive our resurrected body. A study 

of 1 Corinthians 15:20-23 teaches that each of us will have our “own turn” when it comes to receiving 

His righteousness. These verses read: “20 But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits 

of those who have fallen asleep. 21 For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead 

comes also through a man. 22 For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. 23 But each in his 

own turn…” I am not greatly concerned with this point because what matters most is that you have a 

personal relationship with Christ and have the assurance of eternal life. If I am wrong in my 

interpretation, and this moment of perfection happens in us at the point of glorification, then so be it. 

But my personal belief is that God places upon us His righteousness at the moment of death. When Paul 

writes that each of us will have our own turn when it comes to being made alive, it seems logical to me 

that this comes at the point of death rather than at the moment of glorification because at glorification, 

we will all receive our resurrected bodies at the same time. Please don’t get hung up over any 

controversy regarding this part of the study. God’s timing is perfect and when we experience the 

blessing of perfection, we will be amazed at the gift! 

 

Note #9 – Mercy – Prior to coming to Christ, we live in God’s mercy. By definition, mercy is the inverse of 

grace. It is not getting what we do deserve. Romans 3:23 and 6:23 teach us that all of us have sinned and 

fallen short of the glory of God and that the results of our sin is death. Mercy is God’s patient response 

in allowing us time to confess and repent. God could have judged us immediately upon our sinning 

against Him. But He chose to wait, allowing us time to come to our senses and to respond to the Holy 

Spirit’s conviction. Mercy is always a gift from God. We should thank Him for His patience. Take comfort 

in knowing that His mercy is new every morning according to Lamentations 3:22-24 which says, “22 The 

steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; his mercies never come to an end; 23 they are new every 

morning; great is your faithfulness. 

24 ‘The LORD is my portion,’ says my soul, ‘therefore I will hope in him.’” 

 

Note #10 – Grace – When we come into a right relationship with God through Jesus Christ, we begin to 

walk in God’s grace. Grace is the unmerited favor of God. It is getting what we don’t deserve. As the 

hymn says, God’s grace is always “amazing!” Because of Christ, we walk in forgiveness. Because of 

Christ, we have been set free of the penalty of our sin. We do not have to die, because of Christ. That is 

grace!  
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Jerry Bridges is right when he says, “Your worst days are never so bad that you are beyond the reach of 

God's grace. And your best days are never so good that you are beyond the need of God's grace.” 

 

Note #11 – God’s Power – The amazing thing about this point is that God makes His power available to 

us. When we come to Christ by professing our belief in him and confessing to God our sin and asking for 

His forgiveness, we suddenly are blessed with access to His Holy Spirit who empowers us to live 

victorious lives. When Jesus was preparing the disciples for his departing, he told them of the coming 

Holy Spirit. “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth." (Acts 1:8). Apart from 

God’s power, we will never experience sanctification. It is God who does the work in us. We are changed 

by His mercy, grace and power; in His time and for His glory! 

 

Note #12 – Regeneration – When a person comes to Christ and becomes a Christian, the process of their 

coming to the Lord is called regeneration. This process is God’s work alone. No one can simply choose to 

become a Christian. They must be invited. In John 6:44 Jesus says, “"No one can come to me unless the 

Father who sent me draws him…” It is important to realize that every time a person comes to know God 

through Jesus Christ, it is an act of God and God’s doing alone. In John 3 we find the story of Nicodemus 

who comes to Jesus with a question on his mind and heart. Before he even voices his question, Jesus 

answers it. The question is “What must one do to enter the kingdom of God?” Jesus tells Nicodemus, 

“unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” Nicodemus is confused because he is 

thinking in physical terms and asks, “How can a man be born when he is old? He cannot enter a second 

time into his mother’s womb, can he?” Jesus goes on to teach that being born again is a spiritual birth 

rather than a physical birth. I would like to build the case that no one was ever physically born as an act 

of his or her own will. Rather each of us was born as a result of someone else’s will. Likewise, no one is 

born into the kingdom of God as a result of their own will. Rather, this can only happen as a result of 

God’s will. If you know Christ today and have been born again, it is not of your own doing, rather it is 

because God has wooed you into a relationship with Him by sending His Son and His Spirit to birth you 

into His kingdom. 

 

Note #13 – Glorification – In note #8 I briefly mentioned this term. Glorification is the process by which 

God prepares us to enter the kingdom of heaven. A part of this process will include receiving our 

heavenly, resurrected bodies. What is important for this study is for us to realize that glorification is 

God’s work alone. We have nothing to do with what God will do nor how He will accomplish it when we 

come to this part of the Christian journey. But we should be thankful for God’s amazing plan that will 

prepare us to enter eternity in the place He has prepared for us. 
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Note #14 – Progressive Sanctification – From the time one experiences conversion until the time of 

death, there is a partnership that takes place that involves the converted and God Himself. While 

regeneration and glorification are God’s work alone, the process of sanctification is one that God invites 

us and requires us to participate in. The partnership works like this: God will not force you to change or 

grow. He has, as a part of His sovereign will, given us free choice. His desire was not to make us robots, 

forcing us to honor and worship Him. Instead, He desires us to submit to Him, to choose to love and 

honor Him out of reverence for who He is and what He has done for us. Therefore, we have a choice to 

make. In order to invoke God’s power and to experience change, we must open our heart and invite God 

to do His work in us. And when we do this, God begins to change us from the inside out so that the 

actions and attitudes of our lives begin to change as a result of our hearts having been changed by Him. 

This change is a process.  

 

While I am not yet holy, I am being changed into the likeness of Christ day-by-day and hour-by-hour. I 

have been a Christian for more than 40 years and I am still being sanctified. I thank God that I am more 

like Christ than I was 20 years ago. And I believe that if Christ tarries and I am left on this earth for 

another 20 years, I will be more like Christ then than I am today. Why? Because God is changing me over 

time to be more-and-more like His Son. This process is called progressive sanctification. It is for many 

who profess Christ, the missing link to abundant life. May you be blessed as you invite God in to do His 

good work. And don’t forget His promise voiced by the Apostle Paul in Philippians 1:6 when he writes, 

“He who began a good work in you will be faithful to complete it.” May the final words of this section be 

your prayer for the rest of your earthly life: “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit 

within me.” (Psalm 51:10). 




